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Introduction

In early 2019, a story played out in the news that captured the public’s attention—a strange, dark, gleeful kind of attention. The story sat at the junction of many of the popular obsessions of the twenty-first century: crime, fame, financial success, elite colleges, the meritocracy. And at the heart of it all lay the essential question—what does success mean today, and why?

The college admissions scandal of 2019 was vast in scope and intricate in its prurient details, but its basic dynamics were as plain and old as capitalism itself. The rich and connected, and in a few instances the famous, were revealed to have bent the rules in their efforts to secure choice spots in elite universities for their children. A federal investigation, codenamed Operation Varsity Blues, revealed that dozens of parents (including a few celebrities) had spent large sums of money to grease the collegiate wheels for their kids. Sometimes they steered money into athletic facilities and, in turn, coaches claimed that students were star athletes when they were anything but. Sometimes the quid pro quo with schools was explicit, but often these seem to have been tacit agreements, gentleman’s agreements of the kind that the powerful enter into every day. Other times these payments were little more than out-and-out bribes, such as paying test proctors to bend the rules so students would perform better on entrance exams.

A new world of elite skullduggery was made public, pulled unwilling into the spotlight from the shadowy world of winks and nudges between the well-heeled. The story revealed the vast, shady constellation of “college consultants,” people employed by parents to get their kids into school no matter what, and who necessarily have every financial incentive to bend and break the rules as they see necessary. It highlighted the perfectly common practice of wealthy parents essentially buying an elite college letter of acceptance. And as many pointed out, these few dozen accused parents could only be the tip of the iceberg. How many thousands more were likely up to the exact same shenanigans, and were merely lucky enough to have evaded federal attention?

The story had something for everyone, or at least everyone in media. Conservatives, having long since declared war on the entire edifice of postsecondary education, chalked it up to another example of colleges as corrupt, failing institutions. The right also argued that these events showed the dissolute and selfish character of America’s elites, a group that they perceived—correctly—to have changed over time from suspender-clad Republicans to upwardly striving liberal yoga moms. Liberals argued that the scandal showed another impediment to the success of poor youth and youth of color, a case of meritocracy subverted by the moneyed elite. Leftists took the critique a step further, arguing that this was all just more evidence that meritocracy was a false god in the first place; they argued that far from representing a break with meritocracy’s noble purpose, the scandal highlighted meritocracy performing its secret function: maintaining the moneyed elite’s hold on wealth, access, and power.

All of these perspectives had elements of truth to them, and they were recited ad nauseam, with a torrent of think pieces flooding our print and digital media, with writer after writer mining the scandal to determine what it all meant and using it as fodder to discuss How We Live Today.

And yet there was something deeply parochial about the public debate, something limiting and narrow. The stories most politicos told were just the same old stories they always tell, dressed up for the latest turn of the news cycle. Yes, the rich were getting away with it all again, that’s true and it’s notable, and like my fellow leftists said, it was just business as usual laid bare. But few people seemed to grasp other, more essential aspects of this story, aspects that, if examined, might say far more about the current state of America’s success industry—and its fundamental brokenness—than most in the media realized.

The story of Operation Varsity Blues is the story of sheer desperation at play among people who are not used to feeling desperate. You might at first blush wonder why. The teenagers involved—and it’s important to say that some may have had no idea about the machinations going on—were among the most privileged people in the world. They had been lucky enough to have been born on third base, financially, and thus enjoyed an overwhelming likelihood that they would eventually cross home plate into social and financial comfort. Most seem to have been at least moderately academically successful in their own right, meaning that if they could not gain entrance into the schools like Stanford that they reached for, they could have settled for any number of lower-tier schools that regularly produce graduates who go on to great success. Even if they had truly poor academic credentials, they could likely find a school to accept them. When Americans conceive of college, they almost always think of exclusive schools, but most colleges and universities accept almost every student that applies. If you have a high school diploma and can cut a tuition check you can find a place to land.

Yet the lengths these people went to in order to raise their children up higher on the academic totem pole were vast. They risked arrest, obviously. They spent huge sums of money, some of them paying in the hundreds of thousands of dollars individually, and as a group spent untold millions. They knowingly and deliberately falsified applications and misrepresented the high school careers of their children. In true helicopter-parent fashion these captains of privilege invested everything in the hopes of their children attending somewhat more prestigious colleges.

From a purely actuarial sense, it’s debatable whether any of this made sense. Despite constant claims in the media that this has changed, the wage premium for having a college degree remains robust, although there are mountains of complication in those numbers, as we shall see. What’s less clear is whether it’s worth investing millions to move marginally up the hierarchy of college exclusivity; the research on financial returns there is far less certain, and whatever advantage may exist might simply be a function of the superior ability of the students in those “superior” schools, as we shall also see. Whatever the case—these parents took huge risks and made huge investments for vague and uncertain benefits. Why?

What they perceived, and what their children must have perceived, goes beyond the financial benefits of college. And it’s deeper than the actual education that college provides, the knowledge, skills, and values that can be absorbed by a willing student. What these parents understood was that the contemporary American obsession with academic success was about far more than upward mobility or self-improvement. They understood that this obsession has become so totalizing, so ingrained, so deeply baked into the cake of our national conception of success that we use academic performance as shorthand for a person’s overall human value. Watch strangers exchange the names of the colleges they went to, even decades after the fact; in that moment there is an instant sizing up, an assignment on the pecking order that is no less real for being unvoiced. As petty as they may be, tacit hierarchies of value between people are a major part of adult social life, and parents are as concerned with them as they are with whether their kids can ride a bike.

It is difficult to overstate how thoroughly the collegiate arms race dominates the lives of ambitious teenagers. Young people invest manic effort into their scrambles up the academic ladder, and cannot avoid their culture’s insistence that this is all that matters, that to fail to achieve academically is to ruin your own life and to give up on your dreams. They hear it from their parents, from their teachers, and from their guidance counselors. They hear it from politicians from both parties, who insist without evidence and against common sense that education is the only way to lift people out of poverty and into comfort. They hear it from economists and sociologists who report that we now live in a globalized knowledge economy. And they hear it in the casual way that intelligence is over and over again equated with overall human value. This is the Cult of Smart. It is the notion that academic value is the only value, and intelligence the only true measure of human worth. It is pernicious, it is cruel, and it must change.

The way that academic success has become the default lens of a person’s value is the culmination of a set of long-term trends, trends that are economic, political, and social. This book attempts to excavate those trends, to understand where they come from, and to name all of the terrible consequences of this manner of thinking. And I hope to offer alternative visions of better societies, new ways of living that range from mild reform to total social upheaval. At the very least, we might create a society where the pressure to succeed academically does not drive parents to the point of criminality, a society where you can fail at school and still be okay.

There is another lesson to be learned from Operation Varsity Blues, perhaps a harder one to learn.

An outside observer might ask a basic question: Why had the students not simply studied harder? They seemed to have every advantage. That socioeconomic status affects academic performance is a settled matter in our national educational discussions. Clearly the parents had the resources to give them extra help, such as through tutoring or test prep classes. Surely a little more elbow grease could have prevented this whole scandal, right?

In a word, no. Because while these students did not have to struggle against the deprivations of poverty or absent parents, they did have to contend with what we all must: our own natural talents, the inborn academic tendencies that shape our successes and failures at school. The one thing these parents couldn’t buy for their kids, so privileged in so many other ways, was natural talent, the kind that propelled some of their peers to academic glory.

To talk frankly about natural academic talent is to wander into a minefield. Such talk, in our popular political conversation, is not so much controversial as nonexistent, so thoroughly has it been pushed out of polite society. Critics reject the very concept, calling it unjust, bigoted, even racist—despite the fact that white students benefit or suffer from their academic talents to precisely the same degree as black students do. But we have a raft of academic research, hundreds of studies conducted over decades, to support the idea that not everyone is born with the same academic gifts. And we have common sense and personal experience to tell us the same, as we have all gone through school knowing that some people are just gifted … and that most of us are not. These natural gifts have everything to do with who wins and who loses in our system, but a frank discussion of them is largely missing from research reports in the field of education and forbidden in our politics. To speak of natural talent, it is alleged, is to permit some students to be left behind.

For decades, our educational politics have obsessed over between-group variation, that is, gaps between black students and white, between girls and boys, between rich and poor. But to me the more interesting, more essential, insights lie in the nature of within-group variation. Take any identifiable academic demographic group you’d like—poor black inner-city charter school students, first-generation Asian immigrants in Los Angeles public schools, poor rural white girls in the Ozark Mountains. There are indeed systematic differences in outcomes between these various groups. But what’s more telling and more interesting is the variation within these groups. In any such groups, you will find students who excel at the highest levels and students who fail again and again.

Take those poor black inner-city charter school students. Among them, there are students who fail every class, and there are students who get a perfect score on the SATs. Whatever the differences between identifiable groups, the variation within those groups is far larger. Kids from profoundly similar backgrounds produce profoundly different metrics. You can have two students who are the same age, the same race, the same gender, from the same socioeconomic status, with similar family compositions, who live on the same street, who even have the same teachers. I knew many such sets of kids growing up. And yet for all of their demographic and educational similarity, these kids will see profound inequality in their academic outcomes. Some will be academic stars while some will struggle until they eventually drop out. Why? What is the source of this variation? And why has our society seemingly decided never to ask that question?

The answer to the first question, the evidence tells me, is that educational achievement is significantly heritable—that is, it passes from parent to child genetically, with biological parentage accounting for half or more of the variation in a given outcome. (I hasten to repeat that this phenomenon is about parentage, not race.) If this is true, and if all of the hundreds of studies concluding that it is true are correct, the consequences could hardly be larger for our schools, our students, and our society. But the prohibition against talking plainly about differences in academic talent prevents us from reckoning with those consequences and adapting to them.

As for the second question, why we don’t talk about it, the answer is multifaceted and will be addressed at length. For now it is sufficient to say that truly grappling with the consequences of natural academic talent is simply too challenging to the system that we have chosen, the great American ladder of success. Many deride our meritocracy for not really working for the poor, for people of color, for women; they see structural impediments to these groups as preventing real meritocracy from flourishing. But I would put it to you a different way: What could be crueler than an actual meritocracy, a meritocracy fulfilled? Because once we acknowledge that natural talent exists at all, even if it were a minor factor, the whole moral justification of the edifice of meritocracy falls away. No one chooses who their parents are, no one can determine their own natural academic abilities, and a system that doles out wealth and hardship based on academic ability is inherently and forever a rigged game.

To those who would say that speaking frankly about natural academic talent is to leave some children behind, I would point to, well, this book. Because it is precisely for those who are not lucky enough to enjoy natural academic gifts that I write this book. This book is my prayer for the untalented, an attempt to show how badly our society and its people are hurt by the obsessive focus on schooling and smarts. We can build a better future, but only if we are willing to think clearly and speak frankly about who succeeds in the current system, and why.

Years ago, I served as a long-term substitute teacher at the public middle school in my hometown, where I had completed seventh and eighth grades myself. It wasn’t a bad gig; the money was alright, the day wasn’t too long, and most of the students were pleasant and well behaved, if not exactly enthusiastic learners.

Yet there was something odd about the culture of the school, something disquieting. I was disturbed, for lack of a better term, by the ideology of the place, by the implicit set of beliefs that it shared with almost every school I’d ever stepped into. In particular, I was struck by the relentless repetition of a single message: that every student was constrained in their lives only by their will, that if they worked hard and never gave up on their dreams, they could do and have anything. If they would only believe, the saying went, they would achieve—and not just be healthy and happy, but achieve their most outsize dreams. That effort and commitment were the sole requirements for success in life was the mantra, and it papered the walls.

I can’t tell you how many posters hung in this middle school that made this claim, each one expressing one cliché or another about the power of self-belief. I stopped counting after I hit two dozen in the months I worked there. The message was in just about every classroom, almost without exception. I heard a similar message from a speaker at a school assembly, who asserted the preeminence of work ethic; from the coach of the cross-country team, who told his charges that whether they thought they would win or thought they wouldn’t, they were right; and from a science teacher, who counseled his students that genius was a fiction and that to be a great scientist only took work and fortitude. Everyone involved in educating these young people was sure that those students who would succeed would be the ones who wanted it the most. I felt, at times, like I was living in a one-party state, where the official propaganda was repeated ad nauseam.

I thought of this insistent message later, when I was working in another school. That school was in the same district, but the context was very different. It was a special program for children with severe emotional disturbance. The students had mostly been forced to leave other schools in the district after a parade of detentions and suspensions and parent–principal conferences. The program, for many, was their last chance; the only other places left to go were into the state mental health system or into the juvenile detention system. I worked there as a paraprofessional for about 16 months, after which I quit and went to grad school. The emotional toll was just too great. I have never forgotten the dedicated women who had worked there for decades, and I never will.

One day I sat next to a favorite student, attempting to guide him through long division. I had been told that he had been a hard case at one point, a real hell-raiser, but it was hard to believe. He was a clear success story of the program and was being gradually phased back into regular classes. He was funny and sweet and had become my buddy. But his behavioral and social improvements had not been matched in his academic work, where he still struggled. Indeed, his now-infrequent behavioral problems emerged only when he was confronted with scholastic work he couldn’t complete.

Sitting there, I guided him individually through the steps, again and again. I explained things to him orally and charted it out on paper. I tried to come up with a mnemonic for the steps. We made division into a game, and I tried using incentives like pieces of candy. We kept at it relentlessly, for hours over the course of a week. He also worked at great length with the teacher of the class. He genuinely tried. He really, really did. Nothing worked.

At one point he broke into tears, as he had several times before when we tried long division. I exhaled slowly and felt myself give up, though of course I would never tell him so. I tried to console him, once again, and he said, “I just can’t do it.” And it struck me, with unusual force, that he was right.

It was then that I thought back to the middle school, to the posters, to the motivational speaker—to all the motivational speakers out there, in our society, to the self-help books and productivity apps and inspirational wall calendars, the entire American culture of success. And I realized that all the sunny positivity of those pleasant clichés hid a dark and toxic reality. The cruelty of that idea—that we are all so equal in ability that only effort and character can keep us from success—was apparent. The evidence was sitting at a desk in front of me, weeping real tears. What did those posters have to say to him? He had stuck with it for weeks and was no closer to his goal. He had tried and he had failed. Did he just not believe enough?

He had lived a hard life. All of the students there had. And I wanted what anyone would want, for him and his peers to enjoy the same opportunities and the same safe and enriching environment as the students with richer or more stable parents. I would never doubt that we should strive to give underprivileged kids like him as much support as we can, to use policy to make their environment safer, healthier, and more nurturing. But I also don’t doubt that no amount of enriching the environment would be sufficient to erase the academic distance that opens up between individual students in all educational settings without fail. Nor do I accept the idea that efforts to improve the environments of our students are given moral force because people assume they lead to improvements in test scores or graduation rates. We should improve the environment of our students because it is our moral responsibility to do so. Giving underserved children better living conditions is an end, not a means.

My student would go on, eventually, to learn long division, though remainders always gave him difficulty. But while he toiled in our classroom, some of his age-group peers in the other wing of the school were learning fractions. A few even were tackling the rudiments of algebra, all before middle school. It was those students who would, at a later age, be his competition in the great academic arms race of college admissions. It was they, in other words, who would be jockeying for position in the Cult of Smart, the great American obsession with appearing intelligent above and beyond all things, the one value that is thought to define us and our worth. And, in time, those other students would be his competition in the labor market in our new knowledge economy. I lost track of him after I left that job. I hope the world served him better in the second decade of his life than it did in the first.

Flash forward several years. I was a master’s student at the University of Rhode Island, teaching one of my first college classes. Freshman writing. The class was going well save for a few problem students, including the chronically absent who would fail the class and who, I knew, were likely to fail out of school altogether. Another of my harder cases, however, was not struggling because of a failure to come to class, and he did not appear to lack prerequisite ability. He was suffering from apathy. His work was frequently below length requirements and always slapdash, he never spoke in class, and he projected a general sense of disinterest in everything we were doing. Yet there were flashes of real inspiration in his work, indicators of a talent that he seemed entirely unwilling to utilize.

I knew that coming down hard on him would only backfire, so I invited him to have a chat with me after class one day. I asked him if anything was going on, if he was struggling with the work load, if there was anything happening in his personal life that was causing him difficulty, anything I could do to help.

He shook his head to each question.

“I just don’t want to be here,” he said. Trying to sound concerned rather than judgmental, I asked him why, then, he was enrolled at all. College, after all, is a voluntary enterprise, and an expensive one.

Still not making eye contact, he shrugged his shoulders.

“What else am I supposed to do?” He didn’t mean it rhetorically, and I couldn’t answer. What path was there for someone in his late teens if not through college? We were surrounded, in New England, by towns that had suffered under deindustrialization, with shuttered factories and mills dotting the local geography. The fishing industry that does so much to define Rhode Island’s character was locked in a seemingly perpetual decline. Tourism and construction rose and fell with the economy, providing none of the stability needed to support a family. What job growth southern New England had seen was largely concentrated in fields like medicine, education, and technology, each typically requiring potential employees to hold at least a bachelor’s degree, if not an advanced degree. There was no path forward, that is, but the path of Smart, the educational rat race with all of its injustices, indignities, and absurdities. And so my student was stuck, his admitted lack of interest in school colliding with the basic realities of the job market he hoped to join. He just wasn’t the type to go to college, he told me, but he had no other choice.

He eventually passed with a Gentleman’s C. I was left, meanwhile, more convinced than ever that academic temperament is as essential to success as academic talent, that there is such a thing as a bright student who just isn’t made for college, and that some students will simply never feel motivated enough to do the work necessary to collect a degree. We like to imagine that interest in school is a simple matter of willpower, but experience teaches me that drive as well as ability are unequally distributed across our broad and diverse population of students. The world is full of brilliant people whose personalities simply are not conducive to formal schooling. Our current social contract leaves many of them with few paths to financial security and personal success. I met many similar students in later classes, and each left me with the feeling that something has gone badly wrong with our system. What do we do with those who aren’t meant for more school?

Skip ahead a couple more years. I’m in my PhD program at Purdue University. I am enjoying being part of the kind of large educational machine that a Big Ten school represents, the scale of it all. I’m teaching freshman comp again, spring semester. As I approach the door to class I notice that one of my students waiting outside is crying, while friends comfort her. I know better than to say anything to her directly; the last thing an emotional undergraduate wants is their instructor trying to console them. After class I caught up with one of her friends to check if everything was alright.

“It’s just first year engineering,” she said. “Everybody cries.”

I was a little concerned, and a little curious, so I poked around a bit and talked to a grad student I knew in mechanical engineering. He told me that only one in three students who started as an engineering major would finish with the degree, and that in fact early courses in the major were designed to be “weed out” classes, meant specifically to compel students to drop the major and choose another. Why? Because the rigor of the engineering programs was so high that a large percentage of students were guaranteed to drop out eventually, and it was far better for them to do so early in their college careers before they had accumulated a lot of credits. What had seemed like cruelty to me was in fact an act of mercy, an artifact of a pragmatic and necessary acknowledgment that not all students possess the underlying ability necessary to flourish in some fields. In time I would learn that many college classes, such as calculus and organic chemistry, functioned in much the same way. And I grew to think that rather than representing a failure of educators to do their jobs, these classes that screened out students performed a necessary if unfortunate function for institutions dedicated to training young people for their futures.

Experiencing these moments as an educator, and observing many others as a student, deeply influenced my thoughts on how teaching does and should function in the real world. And these experiences dovetailed with my deepening academic and professional interests in education. When I first made up my mind to go back to school and get my MA, I knew that I wanted to focus on pedagogy. I loved to teach; I had a lot of experience, it gave me a sense of purpose, and I felt that I had a knack for it. I went to study in a writing department because I believed that it was a field where I had the most to offer to students. Then, while at URI, I was inspired by my advisor to begin studying empirical research methods, which led me to begin reading deeply in fields like education, psychometrics, and developmental psychology. By the time I was in coursework in my PhD program, I was focused primarily on the measurement of student learning and I took classes in statistics, research methods, educational measurement, and psychometrics.

I busily went about the work of being a doctoral student, and in time would write a dissertation about a major test of college learning, publish in conventional academic journals, and try to professionalize. But my sense that something was wrong in our basic conception of education gnawed at me. The rigid ideology of education, and particularly of the education “reform” movement, was that there were no natural constraints on student growth—and that any suggestion that students had limits to their potential was an excuse ginned up by lazy teachers. My own teaching had demonstrated that different students varied significantly in their underlying ability, and that this difference in talent profoundly shaped the academic outcomes. Yet so much of the pedagogical literature had nothing to say about differences in student ability at all. In research originating from departments of education, there frequently seemed to be some sort of gentleman’s agreement against speaking frankly about differences in natural talent among individual students. In the humanities, the philosophy on pedagogy seemed to militate against judging student accomplishment at all, treating the assessment of student learning as just another tool of hegemony. And the academic discourse on teaching seemed suffused with a cheery know-nothing optimism that insisted on seeing every student as an endlessly moldable lump of clay. And, as is so often the case in American life, politics was ultimately to blame.



Education, as I’ve said, has been one of the defining contexts of my life. I grew up, quite literally, on a college campus, as my father was a professor. Many of his friends were academics, and my siblings and I interacted regularly with his students and colleagues. The rhythms of my childhood were the rhythms of an academic year; I remember finding it odd that not everyone’s father had summers off like mine had. When I found myself jobless in 2008 with a sad résumé and only a BA in English in the teeth of an employment depression, going to grad school didn’t even seem like a choice. I had no prospects and no other direction, in part because my passion for the prior seven years had not been school or a job, but activism.

If education was home, socialism was family. My parents were radicals, unapologetic leftists who infused our household with radical ideals and revolutionary symbols. My father had been a red diaper baby. His father, who died long before I was born, had been an avowed socialist professor and an explicit target of the Broyles Bills, a set of proto-McCarthyite anti-communist legislation in Illinois. His mother was a fierce activist and champion of civil rights and civil liberties. She won a lifetime achievement award from the state ACLU, and in the speech given on her behalf, she was said to have a habit of “slipping the knife in so gently.” My mother was a local environmental activist and champion of public schools; the local arboretum was renamed in her honor after she fought to save it, and a tree still stands with her name at my old elementary school. Their friends, too, were radicals, and our childhood was filled with visitors from my father’s days in the New York black box theater scene. Communists, actors, activists, dreamers, ex-junkies, sex workers, the kind of queer people who wouldn’t be caught dead asking for a bourgeois right like marriage—these were the types of adults that filled my young life.

As was natural, I followed in the footsteps of my parents. I had always been vaguely political as a young person, and served as the op-ed editor of my high school newspaper. But my political identity did not really congeal until September 11. I was 20 on the day of the attacks, and the post-9/11 world was the backdrop of my young adulthood. Like so many people of my age, the attacks—and, more to the point, our country’s rabid and jingoistic response to them—became the linchpin of my activist identity. I protested the U.S. invasion of Afghanistan and, soon enough, our war on Iraq. I got involved with the lefty student organization at my commuter college, meeting a lot of connected and experienced activists along the way. I joined a Marxist reading group led by an old anti–Vietnam War activist. I went to protests around the country. My latent political impulses, instilled as a child, were activated, and left politics became my identity. By 2004 I was a 20-hour-a-week anti-war activist. By 2006 I had burned out completely.

I was not alone. The anti–Iraq War movement was vital and transformative; it was also a colossal mess. Like seemingly all left movements, it was riddled with internal divisions and internecine strife. The role of Act Now to Stop War and End Racism (ANSWER), an idiosyncratic Maoist organization that had stumbled into a position of unusual influence in the broader effort, invited constant debate. So did the relationship between the war and the Israel-Palestine question, a divide that seemed particularly acute in Connecticut, where I lived. Then there was the simple fact that we as protesters had, by any measure, lost; the war had happened, Iraq was ruined, and the occupation seemed perpetual. I had seen many friendships strained under the burdens of trying to fight a constantly losing battle, and several groups I had been a part of splintered and died. To add insult to injury, I had been pulled in by the siren song of partisan politics thanks to the Ned Lamont senate campaign, where the lefty anti-war Democrat had successfully primaried the odious, war-supporting Joe Lieberman—only for many Democrats to defect and elect Lieberman on an independent ticket in the general election, with the help of a good number of leaders in the state Democratic party. My communist upbringing should have told me not to expect much from the Democrats, but it was bruising all the same. All roads seemed to lead to failure.

After a few years of flailing around in dead-end, short-term jobs, I enrolled in grad school, having learned the hard way that after the financial crisis, no one wanted to hire a 26-year-old with no real experience. I found myself at the University of Rhode Island, enrolled in a master’s program. I threw myself into school and, for a while, tried not to think about activism.

But politics gnawed at me, nowhere more clearly than in the classroom. I kept running up against the cultlike doctrine of endless positivity; my teaching was constrained by the insistent mantra that I always act as though every educational problem could be solved with a little determination. It struck me that this was ideology in its purest form—the unwritten, underlying pre-political assumptions that constrain our understanding of the world and limit our available choices. Everywhere I turned as a teacher I seemed to find the same empty talk of excellence (without the necessary corollary of failure), innovation (without any sense of what we should be innovating toward), and positive thinking (even while its acolytes accused everyone else of having failed).

When I enrolled in grad school, the national educational conversation had settled into something like a consensus, a rare left-right agreement about our schools and their problems, some details aside. Both Democrats and Republicans told some version of the same tired story: our public schools were sites of endemic failure, that failure was caused by lazy and untalented teachers, their powerful unions prevented reformers from getting results, and success would come only when we handed control to other institutions, whether charter schools or private schools through voucher programs. Every aspect of this philosophy is wrong, but it managed to bridge political divides like no other issue. It was the Republican president George W. Bush who signed the disastrous, era-defining No Child Left Behind, but the Democratic Barack Obama administration that maintained the tough-on-teachers philosophy, exemplified by Education Secretary Arne Duncan and his reputation for closing schools. It was Democratic mayor Cory Booker who tried to use Facebook cash to remake the Newark school system and end local control of local schools. Democrats and Republicans alike pushed the Common Core throughout the country at the behest of Bill Gates, though some conservatives used the initiative as a cudgel to attack Obama. Karl Rove and Teddy Kennedy both talked about accountability and how our failing schools represented a threat to our nation’s future. Pretty much the only people left defending our public schools were the teacher unions and the teachers themselves, along with a few lonely voices in the national conversation.

Absent from the discussion was any consideration about the boundaries of the possible. To speak as though there were necessary limits to what could be achieved through policy was to run up against the familiar mantra: No excuses. Profound inequalities in the home environments and parenting of different students? No excuses. Underfunded schools, underpaid teachers, overworked principals? No excuses. The vast advantage private schools enjoy in screening for the best students? No excuses. The way charter schools cook the books and bend the rules to carefully prune their student bodies of the hardest to educate? No excuses. Liberals did argue about the vagaries of poverty and the importance of adequately funding schools. But both sides seemed adamantly committed to the idea that there were no natural limitations to what we might achieve via policy, were we only willing to take the gloves off.

It all felt bizarre to me, a “pay no attention to the man behind the curtain” situation. The fact that students had deep differences in ability was an obvious part of my lived experience as a teacher, but such ideas went unspoken and unexamined in most places I looked. I couldn’t say for sure, from my anecdotal and limited perspective, that these differences were at least partially innate and not the product of environment. But it seemed a natural thing to consider, and I was influenced by an experience in childhood I’m sure many of you reading this share: the students in my classes sorted themselves into ability bands very early in life, and in general remained more or less within those bands later in life. Of course there were some exceptions, but in general, the kids who had distinguished themselves in second grade were the same applying to exclusive colleges in twelfth.

I finally found some understanding in the field of behavioral genetics, more or less by accident. I had been watching a YouTube video of a lecture by Noam Chomsky. He was dismissing the idea of group genetic differences in intelligence—that is, the racist notion that some races are smarter than others. This was comforting to me; then, as now, I too rejected that idea. But he added a caveat that intrigued me. He said that, while genetics played no role in perceived group differences in intelligence, it may be the case that there are genetic influences on individual differences in intelligence. I was not sure what that meant, at the time. But I trusted Chomsky, and I was intrigued. It seemed there might be a way to square my perception that not all students are equally talented with my egalitarian politics.

I found a paper by the University of Virginia psychologist Eric Turkheimer, provocatively titled “The Three Laws of Behavioral Genetics and What They Mean.” Though it discussed education only obliquely, the article spoke to the kind of innate talents that I was convinced influence educational outcomes. Human behavioral traits, such as IQ, are profoundly shaped by genetic parentage, and this genetic influence plays a larger role in determining human outcomes than the family and home environment. I began reading more deeply in the field and found that the influence of genetics on behavioral traits had been replicated again and again, not just in IQ but in personality traits like persistence, optimism, even political orientation. Books like Steven Pinker’s The Blank Slate and Judith Rich Harris’s brilliant The Nurture Assumption laid out the importance of biological parentage, and in doing so articulated why so many people resist these conclusions.

The relationship between genes and behavioral traits is neither perfect nor fixed; environment does matter, to a varying degree, and there are interventions that can ameliorate some of the impact of genes. The degree to which genes assert themselves varies over the course of life. Profoundly unequal environments for children can drown out genetic effects. There is also what behavioral geneticists call the “unshared environment,” which represents the portion of the variation in personality traits that is determined by neither the family environment nor by genes—the influence of unpredictable events, random chance, the flux of life. But none of that changes the fact that our genetic heritage deeply influences our behavioral selves, including our academic selves, and that we should recognize that individual exceptions are less important than larger trends when we are dealing with broad populations. Like, say, when we’re considering educational policy.

When I discuss behavioral genetics, people are often apprehensive. Some immediately assume that these discussions of genetics and IQ must result in “race realism,” the racist notion that black people are genetically predisposed to be less intelligent than white. But this is a major misconception. My interest in behavioral genetics, as I suggested above, lies in individual differences, not group differences. Think of it this way. Suppose you and I attend a basketball game where LeBron James’s son (a talented basketball player himself) played. If I turned to you and said, “He’s quite a player. It must be because he’s black,” that would be a claim of group genetic differences, and I would agree with you if you called that racist. But if I said, “He’s quite a player. He must get some of it from his father,” that would be a claim of individual genetic differences, and not only is it not racist, it strikes me as common sense. So too with intelligence. Smarter parents tend—tend—to have smarter children.

To be as clear as I can be: I reject race science and believe that the racial achievement gap is the product of environmental differences between races, the multivariate and complex ways that structural racism alters outcomes. Some think that frank discussion of genes and human outcomes must lead inevitably to eugenics, selective breeding for the most intelligent children possible, and a rigid caste structure based on genetic profiles, like in the science fiction film Gattaca. These fears overestimate the precision of our genetic knowledge; the genetic relationships that influence behavioral outcomes are immensely complex, and we are only beginning to pull them apart. (Besides, as I will discuss later, the ship has already sailed on selective breeding thanks to how we find partners in the twenty-first century, and liberals are more guilty of this selective breeding than anyone.) Both of these complaints, moreover, ignore an essential fact: none of the potential bad consequences of this way of thinking are inevitable if we make up our minds to prevent them. Ideas don’t bring about ugly regimes like eugenics and “scientific” racism. People do.

But suppose you remain a skeptic about the genetic influence on intelligence. I can’t blame you. The topic is fraught. Even still, I would point this out: for whatever reason, different people end up with profoundly different academic ability. That, I hope, is indisputable. Not everyone is equally good at various academic tasks. Not everyone has the same ability to do calculus; not everyone has the same grasp of grammar and mechanics; not everyone has memorized the same facts. Even if you reject the idea that there is any inherent difference in ability, you must accept that there are summative differences in ability. And these differences seem to defy any simplistic categorical explanations; within any group of students you choose—by gender, by race, by type of school, by geography—there is vast variation, with some students from the same group (even sometimes from the same families) handily outperforming others from the same group. Thousands of experts, millions of dollars, and countless hours have been brought to bear on trying to create equal educational outcomes in the face of these persistent differences, and all have failed. (And that equalizing effort is regularly undertaken at the same time as the effort to create educational excellence, a flatly contradictory set of goals. But we’ll talk about that later.) We can continue to beat our heads against the wall, trying to force an equality that just won’t come. Or we can face facts and start to grapple with a world where everyone simply can’t be made equal.

The most consistent reaction to my arguments on these subjects is confusion—confusion over how they can coexist comfortably with my politics. I am a Marxist; I believe in revolutionary socialism and in the equal value of all human beings. The progressive belief in equality would seem at first glance to conflict with my commitment to equality. But this mistakes moral equality, political equality, and equality of value with equality of ability. These are very different things. It is precisely the belief that all people deserve food, clothing, shelter, education, and health care regardless of their abilities that unites various factions on the left. A belief that all people deserve material security and comfort can coexist with the belief that we have different genetic endowments and thus different abilities. More than coexist: a belief in the role of genetics fits with left-wing belief far more comfortably than the alternative. It is the left, after all, that stresses the vagaries of chance, that insists that factors we can’t control play an outsize role in determining our life outcomes. In insisting on the power of genetics to shape our academic lives, and thus our economic lives, I am simply taking left-wing thought to its next logical conclusion.

The blogger Scott Alexander laid it out well in a piece titled “The Parable of the Talents.” As he points out, in most arenas, ascribing outcomes to biological factors is the more progressive position—when it comes to being overweight, for example, or in the case of mental illness, progressive people tend to believe that it’s biology, not willpower, that plays the largest role. Similarly, progressives are much more likely to argue that one’s position in life is not primarily driven by one’s own choices or character, but rather by the circumstances of one’s birth and random chance. And yet:


The obvious pattern is that attributing outcomes to things like genes, biology, and accidents of birth is kind and sympathetic. Attributing them to who works harder and who’s “really trying” can stigmatize people who end up with bad outcomes and is generally viewed as Not A Nice Thing To Do.

And the weird thing, the thing I’ve never understood, is that intellectual achievement is the one domain that breaks this pattern.

Here it’s would-be hard-headed conservatives arguing that intellectual greatness comes from genetics and the accidents of birth and demanding we “accept” this “unpleasant truth.” And it’s would-be compassionate progressives who are insisting that no, it depends on who works harder, claiming anybody can be brilliant if they really try.1



No one doubts that not all people have the same natural talent for athletics. Few would argue that I could have ever been an Olympic sprinter, even with the best coaches and most advanced training techniques. I simply lack the natural talent. I might, through great effort and with the best coaching, have reached speeds far above what I could achieve beforehand. But I could never have been a world class sprinter, could probably never have even been a real contender on the high school level. Everyone understands that, in the domain of athletics, we are most certainly not born equal in ability. But this thinking is anathema when applied to academic aptitude. It frequently seems as if progressives only believe in evolution from the neck down. And this sclerotic attitude is not just unnecessary. It is potentially crueler than the alternative.

In my PhD years, I went to a cookout on a warm spring day. Many of the graduate students and faculty members had brought their families with them. I was chatting with a PhD student from another department, the spouse of one of the many grad students from China who attended Purdue. She was talking about her older son with obvious pride, describing his achievements in his robotics club, how well he always did in math. And then her younger son ran by, and she said, offhand, “This one, he is maybe not so smart.”

I was taken aback and wondered initially if maybe something had gotten lost in translation. But over time I thought about that moment and came to see it not as a cruel insult, but as a refreshing piece of candor. There was no reason to think she loved her younger son less. She simply accepted that he had different strengths than her other son. Had she said that her son didn’t have an artist’s temperament; had she said that he would never be an athlete; had she said that he didn’t have an ear for music—I never would have thought twice about it. It’s only with intelligence that we have such massive hang-ups, only intelligence that we treat as the sole criterion of someone’s worth.

And it’s that ugly little piece of ideology—the Cult of Smart—that makes our blank-slate thinking not only factually wrong but actively cruel. Because if we really are all equally equipped at birth to succeed in academics and all that comes with them, then it suggests that those who have struggled and failed in those domains deserved it. If you have lost out in the great American race up the ladder, failing to make it to some elite college and therefore to the financial and social capital that such an education brings, you must have been too lazy. At the very least, your parents failed you, were unable to give you the kind of environment that your high-achieving peers enjoyed and unwilling to nurture you in the way you required to reach your full potential. And if being smart is the only thing that matters, then you must be a failed human being if you aren’t.

If the obvious ugliness of this implicit logic isn’t enough, there is another level to consider. Because these issues sit at the crux of a great contradiction that hides underneath our basic social contract. Schools and educators fail so often because they have been given an impossible task, a paradoxical one. We expect education to both sort our young people into different levels of ability—grading them, assigning them to different reading groups, numbering them in a class rank—and to create equality. Our political leaders speak about the power of school in soaring terms, calling education the great equalizer. Yet when they were in school themselves, they knew very well that school was not about equality. They fought and scratched and worked relentlessly to become the kind of elite students that would go on to win elections far out of proportion with their numbers. In their college applications, they went to considerable lengths to prove that they were not equal to most of their peers. Meanwhile, those in education policy speak about the need to close performance gaps while also expecting top students to rise higher and higher. Even students who struggle today would handily outperform the average students from several decades ago; the problem is that the top performing students keep learning, too, and performance gaps persist. Raising the bar of excellence necessarily means leaving some students behind. Few people in the world of education policy ever seem to recognize these contradictions.

This tension is reflected not only in schooling but in society writ large, in the great machine of twenty-first-century American life. The progressive among us want our society to be equal, and yet many of the selfsame people uncritically accept the notion of meritocracy, the idea that we should receive rewards consistent with our abilities. Meritocracy is a machine for creating inequality; that is its very purpose. Only the false god of “equality of opportunity” keeps the fiction of meritocracy plus equality alive. And the behaviors of the players in this drama are often radically different from the ideology they espouse. Park Slope liberals argue (correctly) that problems like poverty, addiction, and crime are the product of chance and environment, that these conditions have nothing to do with the character of those caught up in them. They then expend immense effort to raise their own children to have a particular character, trying to mold them to make exactly the decisions that they say should have no bearing on outcomes. Meanwhile, they are silent on the biggest inequality of them all, the one that is a true accident of birth, the one that plays an enormous role in our lives, the one that no individual can possibly control: the inequality of our genes.

These issues, then, touch on the basic firmament of our society. The consequences of the refusal to grapple with the impact of genetics on academic outcomes are significant and diffuse. And education sits in the middle of all of it. It’s in our schools that the conditions this book will describe play out most obviously and most corrosively.

I have taught students from kindergarten through graduate school. I have taught black and Hispanic and Asian and white students, men and women, boys and girls. I have taught students from China and Iran and Bolivia and Kenya. I have taught classes as small as eight students in intimate conversation groups and as large as dozens in large lecture halls. I have taught in a high-minority and largely poor public school district and I have tutored the sons and daughters of the immensely wealthy. There are three things that I have learned that come before everything else, three lessons that were taught to me while I was teaching others: that all students have something to learn and something to contribute, that teaching is hard and grueling work, and that students differ profoundly in their underlying academic ability.

That students differ significantly in their underlying ability is not just my anecdotal experience, as we shall see. It is buttressed by a large and growing body of scholarly work that demonstrates that cognitive traits like intelligence are significantly influenced by genetic inheritance. That reality—that academic talent is real, that it asserts itself early and often, and that the difference in talents between individual students depends at least in part on their genes—has been the single most insistent fact of an adult life spent teaching and researching about teaching.

We have, in the world of education, borrowed a term from agriculture to describe our students and their talents: we cultivate them. It’s the kind of metaphor that’s been used so much it’s no longer really a metaphor. But the comparison is a good one. Each student is a seed, and each seed grows in the soil of the student’s environment. In the world today, some seeds are sheltered and nourished, while some are neglected and underfed. We should strive for a world where all seeds grow in healthy, well-tended soil, out of a fundamental commitment to the equal moral value of all. But just as no plant can grow to its full potential height from poor soil, no amount of tending to the soil can make some seeds taller than some others. Some seeds are meant to spawn taller plants than some others. That is the way of things. All plants have their own beauty, and all human beings have something of value to contribute to society. But to act as though every human being has the same potential in academic life is no more sensible than expecting every sapling to grow to the same height. It’s a fiction, a pleasant fiction, and one we can’t keep believing.

Our Cult of Smart asks that all seeds grow into the same tall flowers. It insists that everyone be judged by the same narrow criteria, and when people like me object to that one-size-fits-all approach, we are accused of laziness or bigotry. The Cult of Smart, for the people who excel within it, is more than a political platform or a vision of success. It is a totalizing ideology that colors everything they buy, say, and do. Think of the “good life,” in twenty-first-century America, and you likely think of the goods only education and its various blessings can grant you—the two-car garage replaced by the tasteful Brooklyn townhouse, children who effortlessly display their powerful minds, and walls full of diplomas. This vision of success can never be a mass vision; indeed, its perceived value is predicated on its rarity. And that means that it is a tool for creating inequality and failure. It’s time to think of something new, for the children and for all the rest of us.








ONE

To the Victors Goes Everything


The stakes of these discussions could hardly be higher. Now, more than ever, the ability to succeed in school can mean the difference between affluence and poverty, between comfortable and fulfilling lives and lives spent working ceaselessly just to keep one’s head above water.

Those who successfully navigate the struggles of childhood and schooling go on, in general, to lives of financial stability and upward mobility; those who don’t, in general, suffer in the lower middle class or poverty. Despite constant claims to the contrary in the popular media, the college wage and unemployment premium remains robust. Working full-time, those who earned bachelor’s degrees but not advanced degrees earned $24,600 (67 percent) more than those with only a high school diploma in 2015.1 Master’s degrees, doctoral degrees, and professional degrees each bestowed a healthy amount of additional income as well.

Of course, as will prove a running theme in this book, hidden biases tend to lurk in situations like these, and an obvious theory presents itself: the college wage premium can probably be explained, at least in part, by the fact that the college admissions process screens out those who have less underlying ability, and that higher ability level could be worth a great deal in the labor market even distinct from the skills and knowledge gained in school. (This type of bias will be an object of considerable attention in this book.) This is one of the reasons why our dogged commitment to raising college completion rates is a mistake; if we presume that there is an actual underlying difference in ability between those with degrees and those without, we risk engaging in cargo cult public policy.2

And, indeed, we find that the more selective a college is, the more money its graduates earn ten years after commencement, even when comparing elite schools.3 How much of this is because more selective colleges also are better at educating, and how much is due to the screening effects of elite college admissions, we will discuss later. For my part I will say only that the top-tier schools invest such immense effort and expense into finding the most impressive candidates for a reason.

For those who don’t win in the great grinding race up the academic ladder, the consequences can be dire. Those with a high school diploma earned only $36,000 per year in 2015, with recent high school graduates (ages 19–22) averaging less than $20,000. Those without college degrees, in our system, are locked out of more and more jobs, as “degree creep” takes hold and employers begin requiring college diplomas for more and more jobs. Meanwhile, those without college degrees are more likely to abuse drugs and frequently use federal disability insurance as their only economic lifeline.4

We should concern ourselves with these inequalities in outcomes not merely for the benefit of those on the bottom, but because of the relationship between this inequality and the perpetuation of the system that creates it—a dynamic that should make progressives very uncomfortable.

It’s a bitter irony of contemporary American life: it is in our most progressive spaces that we see the most social inequality. As the urban sociologist Richard Florida has demonstrated, those cities that are the most liberal—New York, San Francisco, Austin—also are home to the greatest income inequality and wealth segregation.5 It’s in these places where the soaring egalitarian ideals of the contemporary left clash with the reality of who is winning the great twenty-first-century meritocratic race. In Park Slope and Uptown and Echo Park, the journalists and artists and academics who help define what it means to be progressive live lives of great privilege, thanks to the very meritocratic system that creates inequality. It is to that class that I myself belong. We may talk about the injustice of the race to the top, but we do so as we are winning it, and it’s that behavior that defines our class position, not our lofty ideals.

Today, the vision of American success is no longer that of a suspenders-clad Wall Street executive, working long into the night before commuting back home to the Connecticut suburbs. Today’s vision of prosperity marries financial freedom to a vague, feel-good cultural progressivism, an ideology of mass consumption that places inordinate focus on representation in media and the politics of celebrity. Rather than taking power lunches at expensive restaurants and buying luxury cars, contemporary members of the elite demonstrate their class positioning through doing yoga, working at their local food co-op, and signaling their adherence to current social liberal norms. Florida famously defined the group I refer to as the creative class, the software engineers, architects, musicians, professors, and artists whose primary labor value stems from their ability to generate new ideas and apply their critical thinking to various problems. This class stands in contrast to the shrinking traditional working class in manufacturing and repairs and the growing service class that cleans, cooks, and sells. What’s particularly notable about the creative class is how its members are defined as much by their affective trappings and fashions as by their incomes. Today’s strivers are environmentally conscious and politically woke as much as they are upwardly mobile.

The winners of the meritocratic game tend to become, in other words, the aspirational class, brilliantly described by Elizabeth Currid-Halkett in her book The Sum of Small Things: A Theory of the Aspirational Class. As Currid-Halkett demonstrates, what striving types now value is not conspicuous consumption but inconspicuous consumption. Where the wealthy once flaunted their opulence through the accumulation of expensive and showy things, today they are more likely to demonstrate their class positioning through their adherence to a certain vision of enlightened living. As the prices of consumer goods have dropped (and the price of education and medicine has skyrocketed), the well-to-do begin to spend less on fancy baubles and more on Pilates classes and organic produce.6 Currid-Halkett stresses that not all members of the aspirational class have money yet. Rather, all possess cultural and intellectual capital—the smarts to get through college and the social grooming necessary to turn those degrees, eventually, into stable incomes. Indeed, Currid-Halkett finds that level of education is the second-biggest predictor of inconspicuous spending, behind only income level.

Were the aspirational class simply a new kind of nouveau riche with culturally liberal politics, they would probably be harmless, if somewhat obnoxious. But there’s a far larger problem: simply by living upper-middle-class lives, these woke go-getters perpetuate inequality. That’s what Richard Reeves ably demonstrates in his book Dream Hoarders. Reeves shows that members of the top 20 percent of earners essentially wall off the possibility of upward mobility for those beneath their station—through inheritance, through taking so many spots at elite colleges, through the growing value of the homes they own, and so on. Reeves does not discount the advantages of the 1 percent, who have rightfully been the target of so much political anger. But his book shows that “the real class divide … is between the upper-middle class and everyone else.”7

This tendency of the upper middle class to replicate itself has likely been accelerating because of the depressing phenomenon of assortative mating. Assortative mating refers to the increasing tendency for people to marry and have children with partners who share the same educational and economic strata. The recent trends are clear: assortative mating by education level is growing, and this phenomenon is significantly increasing income inequality.8 (Worth mentioning in the context of this book is that there is some evidence of increasing genetic assortative mating—that is, people of similar genotypes do tend to partner together—but the effect is modest.)9 Given that the college educated are more likely to be progressive than the population writ large, this is another example of people with liberal beliefs contributing to an unequal society through their behavior.

As the New York Times columnist Ross Douthat put it,


elite universities are about connecting more than learning, that the social world matters far more than the classroom to undergraduates, and that rather than an escalator elevating the best and brightest from every walk of life, the meritocracy as we know it mostly works to perpetuate the existing upper class … in the modern meritocratic culture, … unacknowledged mechanisms preserve privilege, reward the inside game, and ensure that the advantages enjoyed in one generation can be passed safely onward to the next.10



So contemporary progressive college graduates rail against gentrification but increasingly live in neighborhoods the poor can’t afford; decry social conservatism but marry in high rates, divorce less frequently than the norm, and rear children in very traditional ways; and speak out about inequality while in their busy go-getting and relentless pursuit of greater achievement they leave the lower classes further and further behind. Liberals tend to downplay the importance of individual choices in life outcomes—to my mind correctly—but they sure don’t raise children to believe that their choices don’t matter.

As we think about our supposedly meritocratic system and how to change it, it’s essential to bear this thought in mind: many of those who are ostensibly part of a political movement to change our society are the ones who most benefit from the status quo and who hold back others simply through living the lives they do.

I am persistently a pessimist when it comes to progressive social change. Periodically, people on the left will declare some new period of progress, arguing that we’ve reached a new progressive era. (That the left also constantly believes the sky is falling and we’re entering a period of darkness says something about our collective psyche.) I do not have much patience with the claims that a new generation will save us—not because of any complaints about kids these days, but rather because no matter which generation we speak of, expecting a new youth wave to rescue us is a quixotic and unhelpful impulse. And in part, this is because the temptations of capitalism seduce us all. I have been around left-wing activists, including many college activists, for my entire life. I know of very few who went on to become conservative Republicans. I have known very many, though, who have gone on to perpetuate inequality, in the ways Reeves describes, simply by living pleasant and enviable upper-middle-class lives. The kind of life that I myself live now.


The Broken Logic of School Reform

The logic of American meritocracy, in a strange way, demonstrates that the basic philosophy of education reform is broken even on its own terms.

The standard story goes something like this. American education is in an unprecedented crisis, with the worst-performing students being left behind by their peers and the United States by our international competitors. Though reformers sometimes concede that external factors like poverty can influence student outcomes, the ultimate source of our problems is teachers and schools. What’s holding students back is untalented and lazy teachers who, thanks to tenure and their unions, are difficult to fire. Complacency and incompetence have gripped our public education system. What we need is to introduce market reforms to spur competition and innovation, and give principals the power to fire poorly performing teachers at will. Ultimately we have a talent gap in the teaching profession and until it gets filled—until we fire several hundred thousand underperforming teachers and replace them with hungry young go-getters—we won’t see improvements in our education metrics.

It happens that I think just about every word of that is wrong. But those are the essential claims of the school reformers. What reformers want, in other words, is for some of those busy beavers in the aspirational class to show up with their Ivy League degrees and shake up the teaching profession. They want to attract the “really talented” to the profession.

Which invites the question: Why, then, has the education reform movement spent several decades making the job of teacher markedly less attractive?

If your claim is that the profession of teaching suffers from a lack of talent, then surely making the job appear less appealing is the opposite of what you want to do. Yet school reform types have worked to erode tenure, one of the most obvious and tangible benefits that teachers enjoy; they have undermined teacher unions, which are the fiercest advocates of teachers and their needs in our society; and they have worked tirelessly to associate public school teachers with greed, sloth, and failure. National commentators who push the school reform line, like David Leonhardt, Jonathan Alter, and Jonathan Chait, can barely hide their contempt for public school teachers in their writing. How is this supposed to spur more people to join the profession?

The fact of the matter is that teaching in America is a low-pay, low-prestige occupation, not the kind of thing that the talented young strivers who pour out of our elite colleges want to do permanently. The median public elementary school teacher in this country makes about $58,000 a year,11 while the median lawyer makes better than $118,00012 and the median physician almost $200,000.13 And money isn’t the only factor, of course. Teachers often work long hours outside of those they are formally contracted for, grading student work and creating lesson plans. Teaching can be extremely emotionally taxing, as the various social and family problems students endure are brought into the classroom. More, there is a profound lack of “cool” factor for teaching. While I’m sure most of the young professional managerial class regard teaching positively overall, it’s not the kind of job that lends cachet in the same way that work in the creative or artistic fields like Hollywood or media does.

For one reason or another, qualified teaching candidates are drying up: enrollment in teacher training programs fell by 35 percent from 2011 to 2016.14 Teacher attrition is hard to measure—there is considerable variation among districts, rates are highly sensitive to broader labor market conditions like recessions, and a lot of folk wisdom for which there’s no hard data—but few would deny that early-career teachers are more likely to leave their jobs than those entering many other professions that require special training and licensure.

This all contributes to the phenomenon of tourist teachers, those who dip their toes in the water of the teaching profession and then move on to their “real careers.” The ultimate example is Teach For America, the program that sends chipper young grads from elite colleges into the classroom for a few years, treating children and schools like fodder for summer abroad and degrading the career educators whom they inevitably leave behind. That this model is something of a dream for some in the school reform world tells you a lot about how we value—or don’t value—teaching as a profession, as a craft.

Success Academy Charter Schools, a collection of K–12 charters famous for its strict rules and (apparent) strong results and for many reformers the shining city on the hill of charter schools, is a good example of tourist teaching—and why this model will never work at scale. Success Academy draws on ceaseless teacher churn to function, and these numbers result in a sky-high teacher attrition rate with some 60 percent of teachers turning over in their first several years of employment.15 There are, it seems, enough young graduates willing to come to New York City and toil for a few years in Success Academy schools before bolting for their next, more lucrative gig. Could we possibly expect the same in the small towns of the Mississippi River delta? In rural North Dakota? In Bridgeport, Connecticut? I’m skeptical.

(For the record: there is good reason to believe that Success Academy’s impressive student performance is, at least in part, an artifact of creative accounting involving student attrition and the refusal to fill in empty slots in the later grades, after it has become apparent which students are most talented.16 Success Academy’s head honcho Eva Moskowitz has been accused particularly of using repeated suspensions to compel poorly performing students to drop out, essentially eliminating data points that would otherwise drag down averages.)

It’s worth pausing and really hammering the broader point home: there is no bullpen. We do not have a large stable of willing people ready to jump into the teaching profession and solve our supposed talent deficit. If reformers are right about the scale of our educational problems, we’d have to replace hundreds of thousands of teachers to get the results they want. And many of the places that have the worst educational metrics are also places where most people wouldn’t want to live. That’s no insult; it’s simply a matter of acknowledging that available jobs have not proven sufficient to get many applicants to decamp for new states. Where are we going to get these hundreds of thousands of new teachers?

Reformers tend to stress the possibility of merit pay to make the job more attractive. Unfortunately, multiple studies have shown that merit pay schemes have serious issues—and do not work to raise test scores.17 New York City dropped a merit pay scheme after several years of frustration and conflict between the teachers and city administrators. To their credit, some advocates for school reform argue that teachers should be better paid in general. It’s unclear, though, if the people who propose trading teacher tenure and unions for more money will ever have the political muscle they need to secure the necessary (and necessarily significant) funding. In the short to medium term, it’s very difficult to imagine us drastically increasing the property taxes that primarily fund our schools to the point where we can pay teachers a meaningfully greater average wage. Try being the local politician who runs for office on that platform.

Still: whatever the conflict between our meritocratic model and our dreams of reform, if the lives of college graduates are so much better than those of high school graduates, why am I skeptical of the idea that we work to get everyone a college diploma? For one, the previously mentioned question about selection effects, which should be an issue of primary concern no matter what level of schooling we’re talking about. What’s more, the push to send every student to college reflects a basic failure to define what exactly we want education to do.



Relative vs. Absolute

A major source of confusion lies in an inability to work out a simple mismatch of theory and policy: we say we care about absolute learning, but what we really care about is relative learning.

The debate over schooling, particularly in the era of “no excuses”–style reformist zeal, tends to involve a lot of vague ideas about what learning really means. Success in education seems to mean only that a child leaves the classroom with more information in his or her head than when he or she walked in. That crude way of thinking about what teachers do is exemplified in the (comprehensively misleading) documentary Waiting for “Superman,” where learning is visualized as a teacher simply opening the brains of students and pouring knowledge in. This is a ridiculous way to portray the work of schooling, even setting aside the fact that sharing knowledge is in fact a very small part of teaching. (Facts can be Googled; it’s learning processes, skills, that make education valuable.) No one who has ever taught would agree that teaching children is a straightforward affair, or that all children are equally easy to teach. What’s more, the analogy suggests that what reformers want to improve is absolute learning. As I’ll demonstrate, despite their rhetoric their real concern is relative learning.

When I say absolute learning, I mean that an individual acquires some new knowledge, skill, or competency that they didn’t have before. Absolute learning means that a student has intellectually improved in some tangible way. If a student scores a 50 on a test and then later scores a 75 on a test of the same material, that’s absolute learning. In contrast, relative learning means that a student has improved compared to his or her peers or comparison group. If a student finishes 15 points below the average score of her peers on that test and then later scores at the average, that’s relative learning. A more fancy way to put this is what we in testing theory call criterion referencing or norm referencing. Criterion referencing concerns whether a test taker meets some benchmark on a given skill or competency; norm referencing concerns how well a test taker does relative to other test takers. Tests like the ones students take at the end of a unit in school are criterion referenced; tests like the SAT and most state-mandated standardized tests of elementary school students are norm-referenced. (When a professor curves a test so that students are arranged in a certain grade spectrum, they are in effect turning a criterion-referenced test into a norm-referenced test.)

If you’re just concerned about absolute learning, I have good news for you: we’re already succeeding at raising the bar of absolute learning. The Flynn effect, named after pioneering intelligence researcher James Flynn, describes the remarkable growth in IQs we’ve seen over the past century, across all recognized demographic groups. Between 1909 and 2013, IQs improved by almost two full standard deviations, an enormous leap.18 All kinds of people are getting smarter all the time. Students today handily outperform those of similar ages from decades past; for example, on the 2018 NAEP math tests, black and Hispanic 9-year-olds performed at the level of black and Hispanic 13-year-olds from 1978, and contemporary 13-year-olds do as well as 17-year-olds did in 1978.19 If what we’re interested in is college completion rates, again, the news is positive there as well. The percentage of young adults in the United States between the ages of 25 and 34 with at least a bachelor’s degree grew from 5 percent in 1950 to 24 percent in 1980 to 36 percent in 2015.20 The number of master’s degrees, doctorates, and professional degrees have all increased markedly in recent decades as well.

And yet despite these absolute gains, we do not talk as if our education system is succeeding. Quite the contrary: discussion of our schools is all disaster, all the time. Why? Because what we really care about is relative educational gains, how individual students or groups of students perform compared to their peers—peers in American schools and peers in other countries. Whenever we speak about educational “gaps,” we are concerning ourselves with relative learning. And as we’ll see, the push to send more and more students to college involves mistaking a relative educational good for an absolute educational good.

Hysteria over our performance in international competition treats learning as a purely relative good. Reformers bemoan our mediocre standing in international comparisons again and again, complaining about our poor showing on metrics like the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA), usually the go-to for comparing country to country. It is indeed true that American students do not do a particularly good job in international competitions. The question is, who cares? If our students are learning—and they are, even at the bottom of the distribution—why does it matter if countries like China are outperforming us? (I will set aside the many ways our competitors have gamed the results of such tests, such as China’s longtime practice of only having its affluent Shanghai students take them.) Critics tend to talk about how we are being “left behind” by other countries, drawing links between educational data and the overall economic health of the nation.

The problem with most of these arguments is that they seem to assume some period in America’s history when our students were doing well compared to their international peers. In fact, as long as we’ve had rigorous comparisons among countries—which has been for less than 60 years—America has performed rather dismally. In a tour de force of educational history, David E. Drew demonstrated that the United States has ranked near the bottom in a myriad of educational comparisons. In the 1960s, 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s, American students performed poorly.21 Obviously, this isn’t some sort of call for celebration. The point instead is that during the periods of our greatest cultural, military, and economic dominance, we weren’t doing well on these comparisons, calling into question their value. We still put men on the moon, won the Cold War, built the modern Internet, produced a vast trove of arts and media, and won many Nobel Prizes, even while struggling on the PISA.

In fact, the notion that there is a strong connection between education and economic growth has recently been convincingly argued to be largely a statistical mirage.22 The data shows that what really matters is the academic performance of the top 5 percent of students.23 This makes intuitive sense; even in a very well-educated country, a relatively small number of people are producing the lion’s share of the intellectual work. And we should be clear: the median American student does reasonably well, and our top-performing students are the envy of the developed world. Our overall scores, and the impression of systematic failure in our schools, come from a relatively small number of students from disadvantaged areas who perform very poorly.

But forget international comparison for a second. Let’s consider the absolute material conditions of Americans and the yen for more education. Would increasing the overall percentage of educated Americans reduce either poverty or inequality? No. Matt Bruenig, founder of the People’s Policy Project, laid the case out starkly in 2015:


Since 1991, we have done precisely what the education-focused poverty people said to do. Between 1991 and 2014, we steadily reduced the share of adults in the “less than high school” and “high school” bins and increased the share of adults in every other bin. By 2014, the share of adults in the “less than high school” bin declined 9 points from 20.6% to 11.6%. The share of adults in the “high school” bin declined 6.5 points from 36% to 29.5%. Meanwhile, the share of adults with an Associate degree went up 3.9 points, the share with a Bachelor’s degree went up 8.3 points, and the share with a post-Bachelor’s degree went up 4.8 points.

If the poverty rates for each educational bin remained the same, then the upward redistribution of adults from the lower bins to the higher bins would have led to lower overall poverty. But that’s not what happened.

Instead, the poverty rate for each educational bin went up over this time and overall poverty didn’t decline at all. In fact it went up.24



And of course in the same period income inequality famously grew at a breakneck pace. The rates of college completion continue to trend steadily upward; there are more and more people per capita with professional and doctoral degrees; and a graph of the number of master’s degrees in our country over the past several decades looks like a skyrocketing arrow. We’re no less unequal for it.25 The question is whether this shows that the system is broken or that the system is working as intended.









TWO

The God That Fails


That education is the great economic leveler stands as one of the ubiquitous nostrums of contemporary politics. Barack Obama, the pope of modern American progressivism, repeated this trope endlessly, insisting that the American dream could only be secured through a reinvigorated education sector. (He said in particular that a world-class education was the best anti-poverty program;1 a world-class anything is, by definition, only available to the very few, but I digress.) Again and again, education is invoked as the means through which the dedicated will pull themselves up by their bootstraps.

This rhetoric serves the useful political function of distracting us from the far more reliable anti-poverty tool of giving people money. When we were faced with a crisis of elderly poverty, we didn’t open a string of national adult education centers for seniors. We instituted Social Security and began cutting old people checks. The result was an immediate and permanent reduction in the elderly poverty rate.2

But even setting aside the fact that there are simpler and more direct ways to improve the financial station of the needy, we should reject the idea of education as an anti-poverty tool for being wrong on its face. Because education is not a weapon against inequality; it is an engine of inequality. Far from making society more equal, our education system deepens inequality, sorting winners from losers and ensuring even greater financial rewards for the former. Nowhere is this dynamic more prevalent than in college.


College, Instrument of Inequality

The value of a college degree is a good example of the difference between relative and absolute learning, between relative and absolute value. Absolute learning (and other civic values like exposure to diversity and engagement with other viewpoints) is where college gets its ivory-tower reputation. Deservedly so: though many people decry the supposed lack of learning on contemporary campuses, the empirical evidence I’ve seen suggests robust learning at most colleges.3 At its best, a college education can truly expand the mind, and there’s a lot of good in giving young people a period of their lives in which their major concerns are learning and developing the social skills they will need as adults.

But the monetary value of a college education—the wage premium, the advantage in unemployment rate, the doors open in the job market—is another story. That value is a relative value.

Look at the example of pharmacy education. There was a period of time in which pharmacy was seen as a very pragmatic field to study due to a dearth of qualified pharmacists. Students poured into the field, and colleges responded to the market demand, opening dozens of new pharmacy schools. And what happened? Precisely what you would expect to happen when a scarce good (qualifications to be a pharmacist) becomes suddenly far less scarce. From a piece in The New Republic on the pharmacy school bubble:


The number of pharmacy jobs has dried up but the number of pharmacy students keeps growing. It’s difficult to find a cushy, full-time job and metropolitan job markets are saturated. PharmD candidates are graduating with hundreds of thousands of dollars of debt, and each year, there are more and more of them in a six-year-long pipeline.4



Has the worth of skills and knowledge in pharmacy really changed all that much? Is there really that much difference in knowledge and skill between graduates of 20 years ago compared to recent graduates of today? Of course not. The tougher job market reflects the simple realities of supply and demand. The absolute learning of the students can’t change the fact that the relative value of a pharmacy degree has decreased as the number of qualified applicants has grown.

This is part of why trying to chase the job market is such a mistake. For one, it takes a lot longer to get training than it takes for the economy to change; a number of people studying petrochemical engineering got a rude awakening when the price of oil crashed following the financial crisis. But more, the very act of telling young graduates that a given job market is attractive and they should chase it risks swelling the ranks of competition—each other. Despite constant claims that undergraduates are pursuing “impractical” majors, the list of top ten majors by enrollment is remarkable in its adherence to conventional assumptions about what constitutes a practical field of study. Some of these include accounting, biology, education/teacher training, and, most of all, business, the major that dwarfs all others. We graduate 350,000 students a year with those practical business majors … which means the average graduate has 350,000 people to compete against.

Extend this reasoning further. It’s not just that specific degrees are subject to potential competition pressures by students flooding in to fill shortages (real or imagined). It’s that as the percentage of Americans with college degrees ticks steadily upward, the power of the diploma to distinguish graduates will be reduced. This has not caused the robust college wage premium to disappear. But I believe it is acting as a headwind against the college educated pulling even further ahead of those who are not.

The easiest way to see this empirically is to consider the college wage premium over time. In 1915, the college wage premium was robust, but that relative advantage had declined significantly by the middle of the twentieth century. Then the wage premium grew again, until it reached its current size. Why? Because the ratio of educated workers to jobs requiring them improved in the favor of those workers. From the abstract to a National Bureau of Economics Research paper by Claudia Goldin and Lawrence Katz:


from 1915 to 1940, the relative demand for college graduates (those with 16 or more years of schooling) grew at an average rate of 2.16 to 2.41 percent per year. But the supply of college-educated workers grew at an average 3.19 percent annually during the same period. Not surprisingly, the wage premium for college graduates over high school graduates narrowed dramatically during the period.

Starting in 1980, the supply-demand picture flipped … The rise in the supply of college-educated workers slowed to 2.00 percent per year while demand increased to somewhere between 3.27 to 3.66 percent per year. That’s a major reason behind the rise in the premium back to the levels of 1915. Overall, simple supply and demand specifications do a remarkable job explaining the long-run evolution of the college wage premium.



What happens as degrees pile up? The pressure to attend even more schooling mounts. Many have decried the rise of “degree creep,” the way that more and more jobs require college diplomas even while the duties have not significantly changed. The meteoric rise of the master’s degree suggests that the workforce is feeling increasing pressure to improve their credentials. The number of applicants to master’s programs increased by 7 percent per year from 2006 to 2016.5 The skills to navigate a curriculum, and the ability to deal with the cost and time commitments of two or more additional years of school, become even more valuable as degree creep marches on.

So it remains the case that for any individual, more education generally translates into significant financial benefits. But from the perspective of a disinterested observer of the entire system—which we should strive to be, on the level of policy—the game is largely zero sum. The skill advantage of one group is the skill disadvantage of another. The advancement of the college educated in recent decades seems inextricable from the larger uneducated share of the population getting left further and further behind.

As Reeves writes, “Postsecondary education in particular has become an ‘inequality machine.’ ”6



Tracking and School Quality

The failure to really grapple with what we want from our education system, particularly when it comes to questions of relative or absolute learning, dogs our public discussion of schooling. My most common complaint about education journalism is not so much that I disagree with a particular piece’s conclusions (though I usually do), but rather that most of the writing in this sphere does not present a coherent definition of our goals and values. Consider two brief passages from a New York Times piece on the disappointments of school choice in New York City:


school choice has not delivered on a central promise: to give every student a real chance to attend a good school. Fourteen years into the system, black and Hispanic students are just as isolated in segregated high schools as they are in elementary schools—a situation that school choice was supposed to ease.



and


Sean P. Corcoran, an associate professor of economics and education policy at New York University, has researched the choice process and how students match. He said that the best option is for students to reach for the best possible school for which they are qualified, and indeed, most students get one of their top choices. But in many cases, students reach either too low or too high.7



If it isn’t obvious, the first passage decries segregation, while the second laments that the mechanism for segregating students isn’t more rigorous. It’s true that this represents two points of view, that of the authors and that of an expert. But there’s no attempt in the piece to grapple with the inherent contradictions here, or even to recognize that there is any tension between these two positions at all.

As I’ve said in the past, broad categorizations of good and bad schools reverse cause and effect—the worst-performing students don’t perform poorly because they are excluded from the best schools, but rather the best schools are considered so because they systematically exclude the worst-performing students. But let’s set that aside for a moment. These two passages demonstrate the muddled ideas at the heart of our educational debates. What exactly would success in school choice look like? In the first passage it means that every child gets to attend a “good” school and that racial segregation by school ends; in the second, it’s that schools and children are matched by ability.

Typically, the kind of rigid tracking suggested by Dr. Corcoran is anathema to school reformers, who see tracking—that is, the sorting of students into ability bands for placement into different levels of class difficulty and potentially different curricula—as foreclosing on the potential of students in the lower tracks. Tracking has also frequently been cast as racist and sexist, perhaps with cause. Tracking has a way of cutting across typical battle lines in our educational wars, sometimes opposed by both defenders of traditional public school teachers and their unions as well as by charter-loving neoliberal reformists.

So why would we track at all? The simple answer is that students of different ability have different academic needs. It doesn’t make sense for the lower-performing students to be left behind while the higher-performing students are being taught, nor does it make sense for the higher-performing students to wilt in boredom while the lower-performing students are being helped. The idea of matching students to schools simply takes that thinking to its logical end.

But that vision of a school system fundamentally erases the possibility of major shifts from one ability band to another, at least at scale. If students were forever moving around in the distribution, as the blank-slate philosophy of education assumes they would, there would be no way to match schools to students. And if a hierarchical, matched system like this functioned perfectly, you’d expect to get a lot of absolute learning and little relative learning, as students busily got smarter but more or less remained in their relative ability bands. Would that constitute success? It may raise our averages overall and improve our position in international competitions, but it wouldn’t help the students at the bottom of the distribution secure scarce seats in elite colleges and the jobs that come with them.

I don’t mean to harp on this one quote from one story. It’s simply an indicative example of broader unexamined assumptions about what exactly we want from our school system.

That the New York school “choice” system produces inequality among schools should come as no surprise. Inequality among schools is in fact inevitable in any system that involves choice and the injection of an ostensibly free-market ethos. In the free-market reformer mind-set, schools improve because of market pressures; if the schools don’t educate effectively, the thinking goes, parents will pull their children out, and the schools will either be forced to get better or close. This assumes that parents have an impartial sense of a school’s quality, which I would absolutely dispute. But either way: the only way for this market mechanism to function is if the schools are unequal. Schools outperforming each other is necessary to discover which are “good” schools. If schools became truly equal, there would be no market advantage for any of them, even under the assumptions of the market reformers. Schools would face no pressure to improve against any absolute criterion, only to remain equal with the other schools in the system. If the market functions effectively enough for parents to make meaningful choices, then some schools must necessarily be better than others.

(If, on the other hand, perceived school quality is mostly a function of the student body, and not the schools or teachers, struggling students who move from a school perceived to be worse to a school perceived to be better will carry their struggles with them to the new school, depressing the perceived quality of that school. This is why many charter systems, such as Success Academy, resist “backfill,” the process of enrolling new students into their schools to replace students who drop out or are expelled. Doing so undermines their carefully manicured student bodies.)

A darker way to think about tracking and matching students to schools is to imagine a system where, rather than matching students to schools based on student ability and the appropriateness of the school’s curriculum and resources, we match students with the highest potential to the highest-quality schools. After all, if we believe that there are scarce resources and that some schools are much better at teaching than others, then we might want to ensure that the students with the best chance to excel have access to the best schools and teachers. That’s a very uncomfortable line of thinking, but I in fact find it to be the implicit logic of a lot of ed speak. Every time we define the work of education as the effort to identify diamonds in the rough and help raise them from their station, we are making this kind of bargain, playing the needs of the talented few against the needs of the many. When you rise up from the ranks, you leave the rest of the ranks behind.

Some would argue the precise opposite—that we should send the worst-performing students to the best schools with the best teachers, under the theory that they need access to the best because they have the greatest need. Certainly we should be doing everything we can for them. But that would imply that we would be leaving the students with the most potential to the worst-performing schools and teachers. I’ve semiseriously made an argument for this in the past; if you want to close performance gaps, the easiest way to do it is to try to retard the progress of the highest performing. (We could probably close the racial achievement gap in a generation if we simply criminalized educating white and Asian students.) But if we do so, we need to abandon our pretenses of nurturing excellence.

I suppose you could advocate for a system where all schools perform at the same level of quality and provide an identical education to all students. If you believe that there are any differences in underlying aptitude at all, and if you acknowledge that influence of disparate environments, you’d presumably be ensuring a stratification of students in durable ability bands. More to the point, no human institutions have ever been scaled up to this degree and achieved anything like perfectly equal quality, however quality is defined. Not even Starbucks.

None of these ideas seem appealing to me, and all of them betray an elementary inability to define what the perfect system would look like. It’s a mess, all of it. In a policy conversation that includes hundreds of people whose only job is to think and write about education, we have a fundamental lack of basic clarity about what we want.



There Will Always Be a Distribution of Academic Ability

The basic tension, the elementary conflict, of our system is that we are simultaneously asking our schools to function as vehicles of equality and as machines for sorting people into different ranks of merit. Politicians talk in soaring tones about the equalizing power of education while using education to ensure that their own children are very much not equal with their peers. This is the basic trap, the essential contradiction that we can’t get out of. Our system can promote equality or it can sort people into a hierarchy of ability. It can’t do both.

It should go without saying: not everyone can be a good student if the term “good” has any meaning. Not every school can provide an excellent education if we understand excellence in anything like conventional terms. For any one child to be gifted there must be others who are not. When I read policy writing and journalism about education, I am often reminded of Garrison Keillor’s fictional town of Lake Wobegon, where “all the children are above average.” By refusing to really define whose interests we’re advocating in a zero-sum game, we as a community of educators, researchers, and citizens have abdicated the basic intellectual work of our enterprise.

Meritocracy, writ large, is a tool for reducing equality. That is its very function; the basic presumption is that some have more merit than others and should be rewarded for that merit. The process of going through school is the process of being sorted to a given rank of ability; distinguishing yourself at work as someone worthy of promotion necessarily entails a standard of others that you exceed. When we decided that the logic of meritocracy and its market mechanisms should be the baseline philosophy of schooling, we made a decision to leave a large collection of losers behind. That’s inextricable from our current system; it is an endemic part of what we’ve decided school should be.

As we’ve seen, IQs have grown constantly; each generation is smarter than the one that came before it. Yet the average IQ is always 100, the standard deviation is always 15, and the percentiles down and up the scale are always predictable. Why? Because the tests are designed to produce those results. The aim of an IQ score is not to refer to some absolute ability level; an IQ of 100 in 2018 indicates greater mental abilities than an IQ of 100 in 1988. The point of the testing is to establish relative differences between individuals. So too with the SAT and the ACT. The developers of these tests devote considerable resources to norming them, ensuring there is a consistent relationship between scores and the percentage of test takers who achieve those scores. That’s the point—to be able to pick winners. Which also means picking losers.

The fact of the matter is that we will always have an uneven distribution of academic performance, even in a world where we have done everything to limit the influence of environment and chance. As long as our education system creates winners, it will also create losers.



A Prayer for the Untalented

There’s a group of students that needs the help of our policy apparatus more than any other group, yet they are rarely if ever mentioned in our policy debates. We know that they’re performing poorly in the classroom and in the working world, yet no one proposes programs to help them. They are systematically shut out of the most coveted colleges, the best paying jobs, often even out of stable and happy marriages, yet to speak of their plight often invokes incredulity. They are certainly the most disadvantaged subset of our student population that you can name.

I’m speaking, of course, of the untalented, those unfortunate enough to lack a natural aptitude for school and the types of intellectual skills that are so essential in today’s economy. They are black and white, male and female, Jew and gentile. They can be found in public schools and private, in the Northeast and the Southwest and everywhere in between. They are, depending on your point of view, anywhere from the bottom quarter to the bottom half of our educational distribution. And they are suffering in a system where the financial and social benefits of academic success are now essential to living a comfortable life.

The meritocratic logic of contemporary capitalism, in its purest form, would accept this suffering as the system functioning properly. That’s how it’s supposed to work: the best performers get the best results, while the poorest get the worst. Supposedly, this works to entice students to try their best, incentivizing good academic performance with money and social capital.

Most people, though, would acknowledge that there are impediments to a perfectly functioning meritocratic system, and that American education reflects broader inequalities of race and class and gender. Even vocal supporters of the meritocratic system would usually acknowledge that we need to work to make sure everyone has an equal shot at success. For the sake of argument, let’s accept that such a thing is possible. The natural question, for me, is this: What happens to those who fail even then?

Let’s suppose that we achieve our goal of eliminating racial and gender imbalances in our educational distributions, so that the number of students from various demographic categories in the upper echelons of performance matches their numbers in society writ large. No more racial achievement gaps, no more lower averages in SAT math for women. Precisely because I don’t believe that there are any inherent racial or gender differences in intelligence, I believe such a world is possible, though we would surely have to finally decide as a society to remove the socioeconomic and political impediments to real equality. But once we achieve such a world, the lower half of the distribution will still represent half of our students. We’d still have a bottom 10 percent to go along with a top 10 percent. And what happens to them?

I will later attend to the evidence that there is such a thing as a native lack of talent. We will examine kinship studies, genome-wide association studies, and their inescapable conclusions—that academic ability is significantly heritable, and that the influence of genetic parentage is much larger than the influence of the environment. But even before turning to this rich collection of empirical data, common sense tells us that not all students can succeed, that we in fact have academic predispositions that profoundly influence where we end up in school. So what becomes of those whose predispositions point the wrong way? In the United States, they often must rely on a tattered social safety net, perhaps drawing on disability insurance to make ends meet, or working in low-wage, high-turnover service jobs with no chance of meaningful promotion.

In the popular education reform conversation, the untalented largely do not exist because discussion of talent largely does not exist. To the extent that we speak about the untalented even obliquely, we do so through general appeals to equalize the environment of everyone—a noble goal, but not one that would actually help us achieve educational equality.

We will dive into the science of behavioral genetics later on, but for now this point is essential when considering the heritability of intelligence: as the environment is equalized, the importance of genetics grows. Think about it. I have two plants of unequal heights. I know that their heights are the function of both their genes and their environment, and further that my plants are growing in unequal environments. Suppose at this time that I know that plant height is 25 percent environment, 50 percent genes, and 25 percent uncontrolled factors. My plant in good soil would be the beneficiary of a better environment plus its genetic endowment. My plant in bad soil would suffer from its bad environment and would either benefit or suffer from its genetic predisposition. Note that even with the advantages or disadvantages of environment, a plant could grow shorter or taller than another, thanks to genes, so that a plant grown in the worst conditions could exceed its conditions and grow to be the tallest of all. Students in abject poverty sometimes escape to lives of tremendous intellectual achievement, and the children of affluence are sometimes dumb as rocks.

In any event: I decide to plant my next seeds in the same soil and do everything else in my power to equalize the environment. Once I have done so, the influence of genetics will become more apparent in comparing the two plants. In an absolute sense, I may very well have helped the plant that was growing in poor soil, which is a positive good. But now that the two plants are equal in environment, their unequal genes will dictate the difference between them more, not less.

We of course should equalize the environment of all children by giving them safe, stable, happy homes in which to grow and learn. We should do so as an end, not as a means to achieving educational equality. To treat equality of environment as a means to an end cheapens our efforts and treats the fundamental wellbeing of a child as secondary to their performance in the Cult of Smart. And we should recognize that after we achieve equality of environment, we’ll have empowered those who claim that one’s station in life is determined by their own actions and choices. A world in which the environment is equal is one in which the “just deserts” school of human achievement is empowered, as unequal environments will no longer function as an excuse for those who perform poorly in the great meritocratic race. The left will find itself disarmed—unless we are willing to embrace the fact that none of us chooses our genetic endowments. Hereditarianism becomes the greatest tool to advance the interests of meritocracy’s losers, and thus the best hope of a twenty-first-century left.









THREE

Equality of Opportunity, Liberalism’s Great Lie


Suppose that a skeptic wants to object to my claims that education, and higher education in particular, is an engine of inequality rather than equality. When I have observed that schooling is a system for rewarding merit, and thus an instrument of inequality, I have simply misunderstood what they mean by “equality.” Rather than trying to achieve some form of summative equality in which all of our children end up in the same place, the skeptic believes we should strive for a kind of procedural equality where everyone has the same chance to succeed. Then there is no conflict; students can go through the long churning process of being educated, they can ascend the ladder of meritocratic worth, and, if our schools are high quality and our teachers committed, we can rest assured that the outcomes of individual students are just. The cream will rise, the deserving will be rewarded, and those that suffer are to blame for their own performance.

What they want, in other words, is equality of opportunity, that shining star of liberal modernity.

As Theodore Roosevelt put it,


Every man will have a fair chance to make of himself all that in him lies; to reach the highest point to which his capacities, unassisted by special privilege of his own and unhampered by the special privilege of others, can carry him, and to get for himself and his family substantially what he has earned.1



Existential sexism aside, this is something like the ideal that underlies the American liberal imagination. Barack Obama, still the emotional leader of American progressivism, said in his 2012 State of the Union that what we want is “an economy where everyone gets a fair shot, everyone does their fair share, and everyone plays by the same set of rules.”2 If that sounds like boilerplate, that’s because it is; the idea of equal opportunity is stitched so deeply into the American political ethos that we don’t really recognize it as an idea at all. It’s a remarkable statement of the pervasiveness of equal opportunity as an ideal that, in a polarized era, both sides of America’s political divide claim to embrace it. For liberals, the quest for equal opportunity calls to mind visions of an impoverished child rising out of a ghetto to a life of mainstream affluence and respectability; to conservatives, the notion of the self-made man who navigates the hazards of life to determine his own destiny.

The problem, of course, lies in what exactly it takes for opportunity to be equal. What, in Teddy Roosevelt’s terms, is a “special privilege”? What does “fairness” mean to Barack Obama? Defining the basic conception of what it means to enjoy equal opportunity is fraught with importance—Obama said in that speech that “No challenge is more urgent. No debate is more important”—and yet the term is thrown around with little in the way of conceptual rigor. It’s worth poking at the history of the idea to better understand what it means now.


Liberalism and the Ideal of Equal Opportunity

The general consensus that equality of opportunity is an ideal worth pursuing is fairly new; many would define its rise as coincident with the birth of (classical) liberalism, sometime around the seventeenth century. For much of the history of the world, there was no societal expectation that different people should enjoy the same chance at the good life. In many cultures, rigid caste systems ensured that accidents of birth dictated one’s status in society, not only in the dynastic systems of power that passed state authority down through a family’s generations but also in far broader social mechanisms that defined one’s station. So a feudal lord’s son was destined to become a feudal lord and a serf’s son a serf, but more, a member of the officer class in the Roman military enjoyed a higher perch than a trader, an Indian merchant was ahead of an Indian laborer in the caste system, old money in New England enjoyed higher status than new, and so on. Often, these hierarchies of human value were considered to be divinely ordained or in accordance with natural law.

Liberalism challenged those assumptions. The liberalism we’re talking about should be distinguished from what has often been referred to as liberalism in the context of American twentieth- and twenty-first-century politics. That liberalism, often called progressivism—another term with a complex history—has roots in the older liberalism to which I refer, but assumes many beliefs that would have been foreign to the early liberal thinkers. Another recap of the rise of classical liberalism and its attendant individual freedoms (reserved, of course, for the wealthy, the white, the well born, and the male) lies outside of the scope of this project. But it’s worthwhile, I think, to explore a little about where the ideal of equal opportunity comes from, if only to better demonstrate why it’s a house of cards. To get there we need to get a sense of where liberalism comes from.

As is usually the case, ideals followed events, not the other way around. Take Europe. In the late feudal period, overt systems of nobility and similar aristocratic hierarchies began to become untenable, for complex reasons. A moral case for human equality is about the least likely explanation. Rather, historical events conspired to loosen the grasp of the nobility on power. The Crusades had expanded the horizons of European societies, making travel to the Near East more common, and in doing so spurred commerce. New trade routes emerged, and over time money began to replace land as the fundamental unit of value. Meanwhile the Black Death dramatically reduced Europe’s population, decreasing the supply of available workers and thus increasing the bargaining position of those that remained, strengthening serfs to the detriment of their lords. Changes in battlefield technology had reduced the importance of mounted knights—members of the feudal nobility—and increased the military value of ordinary infantry and archers. Gradually, the formal power of a landholding gentry declined. This is not to suggest that democracy followed; in fact in many places monarchical power grew. But explicit social hierarchies were reduced as the merchant class expanded and as laborers moved from feudal lands to emerging towns and cities.

In time philosophical justifications arose to match these historical changes, the way political philosophy always trails events. The early modern era had been born from the ashes of the traditional feudal structure, and explicit lord-and-vassal relationships had been replaced by a primitive but growing capitalist system. In that era we find the first justifications of this new socioeconomic system, and the first calls to improve it. With printing technology growing more and more ubiquitous, and literacy rates rising, printed pamphlets and books permitted the exchange of ideas to a degree unimaginable in the late medieval era, when books were largely copied by hand and much of the knowledge of the world was sequestered in monasteries or in private libraries of the nobility. With more abundant written argument came greater visibility and connection among thinkers trying to make sense of the dawning age of the individual.

Born in 1632, John Locke is commonly regarded as the father of classical liberalism, or at least a father, and was one of the first Western thinkers to argue for the kind of individual rights—and indeed, the individual identities—that are now taken for granted. Of particular interest to us, Locke believed that human beings developed an apprehension of the world through experience, generating ideas and categories of classification only through repeated encounters in the real world. In this, he rejected the assumption of René Descartes and his followers that knowledge is fundamentally derived from the mind and through abstract reasoning. Locke’s attitude has typically been referred to as empiricism, which we should take care to distinguish from the common use of that term today.

Locke’s empiricism directly influenced his political philosophy and theory of the self. Locke argued that in our prehistorical, pre-civilization state, which he called “the state of nature,” all people would be equal. We come into the world undifferentiated, in Locke’s view, and human divisions and hierarchies develop only within the contexts of human societies. (Intriguingly from an anti-racist perspective, he says that even “In the races of mankind and families of the world, there remains not to one above another.”3) If the humans were all equal prior to the rise of civilization, as Locke believed, then people would never have consensually entered into a society that produced inequality. After all, you might be one of those unlucky enough to end up on the bottom. In order to establish a society that was truly organized around the consent of those within that society, some semblance of equality was essential—not only on moral grounds, but in terms of establishing a sense of governmental authority different from conventional appeals to divine right or dynastic sovereignty.

As Locke writes,


if you don’t want to give reason to think that all government in the world is the product purely of force and violence, and men live together only by the same rules as the lower animals, where strength settles every issue, and so lay a foundation for perpetual disorder and mischief, riots, sedition and rebellion … you will have to find another account of the beginnings of government, another source for political power.4



Inequality was thus implied to be an impediment to the nascent democratic ideals that Locke did so much to advance. To produce a stable society that could replace feudal and monarchical structures, it was necessary to ensure some form of equality so as to secure the consent of the governed.

Locke took this notion of equality and ran with it, even as he operated in a society that was punishingly unequal for those unlucky enough to fall into disfavored groups. (In his Second Treatise of Government, Locke goes as far as to say that women should not be treated as property, though not much further.)5 Either way: Locke felt compelled to advance a notion of pure human equality in order to make his perfect society functional. In keeping with his empiricist assumptions, Locke believed that all moral rules and laws should be reasoned out rather than be accepted as handed down from the ancients. To make this communal reasoning possible, it was necessary to believe that everyone who would be governed according to these rules was equally capable of contributing. As Steven Pinker notes, Locke didn’t use the term “blank slate,” but rather referred to humans with the similar metaphor of “white paper, void of all characters.” And, as Pinker writes, “Locke’s notion of a blank slate also undermined a hereditary royalty and aristocracy”6—an important facet of his philosophy in a world where many societies were still ruled by kings.

The connection between Locke’s radical blank-slate thinking and the ideal of equal opportunity should be obvious, even if few at the time would make the explicit connection. If we come into the world without preexisting tendencies, then in a fair competition the outcomes of our lives would be the products of our talents, drive, and character. Again, the contrast is with the age-old ideas of nobility and social hierarchy, very much still alive in Locke’s time. In that view, the higher born come into the world predisposed for greatness, which therefore justifies their station. But if we were to imagine a society that was ruled by the consensual decree of its people, who decide on those rules through the application of reason, we would want to deny as much inherent difference as possible. And it would seem to follow that, if people were born equal, we would want a system in which their opportunities were likewise equal.

Famously, or notoriously, we have moved away from those old systems of explicit social hierarchy only in pieces and in some cases not at all. The philosophers who developed the concept of liberalism were often silent on the bondage of women, and the deep sexism of human society was generally seen as a natural condition even for those who preached a doctrine of rights. And as the Founding Fathers of the American Revolution show, the theoretical equality of early modern liberalism proved to be no impediment to holding slaves or crafting a government that permitted them. The work of Locke’s philosophical descendant John Stuart Mill features a great deal of rousing calls for equality and democracy. It also features a system of weighted voting where, in the democratic process, different groups of people are decidedly unequal. He spoke of the proletarian classes:


The opinions and wishes of the poorest and rudest class of labourers may be very useful as one influence among others on the minds of the voters, as well as on those of the Legislature; and yet it may be highly mischievous to give them the preponderant influence, but admitting them, in their present state of morals and intelligence, to the full exercise of the suffrage.7



In the abstract, man might have been born equal. But in the particular, it seems, there were many types of people who were undeserving of being treated equally.

Liberalism and its contradictions were epitomized in the young country of America and its founding mythology. Rejecting the dynastic British monarchy, the Founding Fathers incorporated the basic precepts of British liberal thought into their policies and rhetoric, particularly the Declaration of Independence, a document filled with soaring invocations of the rights of man. Meanwhile, most of them owned slaves, and women’s suffrage was then a far-off dream. The potential for any man to rise above his station, which so enthralled Alexis de Tocqueville, the great chronicler of the nascent American democracy, was part and parcel of a system that was scarcely more free than Europe’s aristocratic system for a great number of the new country’s inhabitants.



Negative and Positive Liberty

Up to this point, there might seem to be little for contemporary conservatives and progressives to disagree with. Contemporary American conservatives are not asking for a return to dynastic rule, aside from a weird online fringe of “neoreactionaries.” Indeed, it’s the fashion for conservatives to refer to themselves as “classical liberals,” invoking Locke and Mill alongside Adam Smith, the father of free-market economics. Liberals too believe in the equal political and social value of all people, and in the need for a set of individual rights that should not be abridged, such as those enumerated in the Bill of Rights. So where’s the conflict?

In large measure the divide between contemporary progressives and conservatives stems from dueling conceptions of negative and positive liberty. The founders of liberal thought were concerned with what we now refer to as negative liberty. The famous nostrum “your right to swing your arm ends where my nose begins” amounts to a serviceable definition of negative liberty; negative liberty ultimately constrains us from constraining others. Negative liberty ensures that I have no right to come into your house and take your property, and it ensures that the government can’t throw you in jail if you’ve committed no offense. The Bill of Rights largely concerns negative liberties, such as the freedom to speak without being arrested or the freedom to own a gun without it being taken away. In other words, negative liberty is fundamentally about what other people aren’t free to do to you.

Expressed most simply, negative liberty concerns the most compelling vision conservatives have ever come up with: the right to be left alone.

Positive liberty, in contrast, involves rights to actually do and have things. In a negative liberty framework, there is no right to eat, as no human being is responsible for someone else’s hunger. There is no right to heating because no human being causes the cold. There is no right to education because no human being causes ignorance. A framework of positive liberty, in contrast, emphasizes not the abstract quality of liberty that someone enjoys but their actual ability to live a free life. Someone born on the streets who is unable even to feed themselves, let alone secure the good life, could be considered free in the sense of negative liberty, in that no one would necessarily be deliberately and directly causing that condition. And yet most of us would say as a matter of moral intuition that this is no freedom at all. As the French thinker Anatole France memorably put it, “The law, in its majestic equality, forbids rich and poor alike to sleep under bridges, to beg in the streets, and to steal their bread.”

The concept of positive liberty was perhaps first fully developed (though not named) by Thomas Hill Green, a nineteenth-century English philosopher. Green was fixated on the tendency of liberties to encroach on other liberties—that is, the way that one man’s liberty might constrain another. Green believed that moral progress, both individual and social, developed through the individual’s reason, informed by experience, and achieved through the application of his will. We develop moral intuitions through the application of our mental faculties, and in doing so define our character. Self-actualization comes when individuals are able to actually put into practice those moral rules that they have developed in the mind. Green contrasted what one merely wants from what one wills—that is, from what one has consciously made up their mind to do. Wanting is at least partially dictated by unconscious or irrational impulses; Green wrote of “Desire moving us to act in such or such a way, misleading us, or overcoming us, conflicting with Reason.”8 Will, on the other hand, is the child of our higher faculties. The ability to will, and to put that will into practice, is what makes us truly free.

But will is everywhere constrained by other people, in particular by other people’s will. Other people, in the commission of satisfying their own desires or will, inevitably prevent the individual from truly living in a way consistent with their moral consciousness. For some, this might lead to a radical desire for independence, a drive to leave society to live according to one’s moral will. (See the libertarian trope of “seasteading,” going out onto the oceans to live outside of the constricting impositions of society.) But Green took his philosophy in precisely the other direction. Recognizing that all of our freedoms are entangled with others, he developed a vision of the best society as that which enables the most people to best put their moral will into meaningful practice. The contrast with the negative liberty of early modern liberalism should be clear: not only does my right to swing my arm end at my neighbor’s nose, but my right to pursue my will must be balanced against my neighbor’s right to pursue his. Freedom is thus inherently social and inherently a question of positive rights as well as negative. For every subject to possess sufficient ability to put their moral reasoning into practice in the real world, and to together build a more just society, negative liberty is insufficient. We need to be “free to” as well as “free from.”

The shared capacity to reason toward a definition of the good points toward a nascent theory of equality of opportunity. Referring to the lower classes, who had long been politically disenfranchised, the type Mill would deny full voting rights, Green wrote:


Where the Greek saw a supply of possibly serviceable labor, having no end or function but to be made really serviceable to the privileged few, the Christian citizen sees a multitude of persons, who in their actual condition may have no advantage over the slaves of an ancient state, but who, in undeveloped possibility, and in the claims which arise out of that possibility, are all that he himself is.9



We must, again, recognize the limits of this kind of rhetoric. The word “Christian” in the passage demonstrates the limitations of its scope, and suffrage for women in the United Kingdom was decades away. But in that notion of “undeveloped possibility,” and its potential equality with the possibilities of a member of the ruling class, lies a sense that all people might reach the heights of achievement if only given the opportunity.



John Dewey, Father of Modern Educational Philosophy

One of Thomas Hill Green’s acolytes did more to set the table for our conception of equal opportunity through education than any other person, alive or dead: John Dewey.

The blank-slate mind-set still grips the academic field of education even as it has been left behind in fields like behavioral genetics, evolutionary biology, and psychology. As the intelligence researchers Robert Plomin and Ian Deary write, “Finding that differences between individuals … are significantly heritable is so ubiquitous for behavioural traits that it has been enshrined as the first law of behavioural genetics … this was the battleground for nature-nurture wars until only a few decades ago in psychiatry, even fewer decades ago in psychology, and continuing today in some areas such as education.”10

And no one has done more to advance the blank-slate mind-set in education—and thus to influence current educational policy—than Dewey.

Dewey, the great reformer, philosopher, and educator, was profoundly influenced by Green. One of the true progenitors of twentieth-century American thought, Dewey was among the greatest acolytes of democracy and civil society, and championed the role of government in establishing a freer and more ethical culture. Like Green, Dewey believed that each individual’s capacity for human flourishing was entangled in the actions of others. A man of many interests, his writings in psychology, politics, and education all were shaped by his profound belief in the power of society to empower the individual to live their most fulfilled life.

No American did more to define schooling as a natural guarantor of positive liberty. As Dewey put it in his book The Need of an Industrial Education in an Industrial Democracy,


It is no accident that all democracies have put a high estimate upon education; that schooling has been their first care and enduring charge. Only through education can equality of opportunity be anything more than a phrase. Accidental inequalities of birth, wealth, and learning are always tending to restrict the opportunities of some as compared with those of others. Only free and continued education can counteract those forces which are always at work to restore, in however changed a form, feudal oligarchy.11



To a modern reader, this may appear to be stating the obvious. We have so thoroughly absorbed the moral logic of this statement that it strikes us as banal, the type of boilerplate invocation of the power of education common to politics and policy. But Dewey wrote this at a time when universal schooling for children was still a fairly new idea, when colleges and universities functioned largely as finishing schools for the moneyed elite, and when the logic of meritocracy was still foreign to the American character. In particular, the notion that schooling was the answer to overcoming accidents of birth was profoundly influential, and as anyone who has heard a politician speak about education recently knows, profoundly enduring.

Dewey echoed Green in his insistence that real freedom involved giving people the ability to form moral ideals and to choose to put those ideals into practice. The purpose of education, among other things, was to train the individual to take advantage of their potential as democratic and moral beings, that “to prepare [a student] for the future life means to give him command of himself.”12 Schools thus took on outsize importance in a modern society. Far more than simply providing students with skills or inculcating values, our education system was seen as playing an essential role in society, helping to promote equality and generate human flourishing.

Dewey’s writings would greatly influence American education at all levels. And his philosophy of education appeared at a fertile time, as the academic subject of education was coalescing into a separate field of research study, independent of pedagogical considerations in other fields. No one did more than Dewey to establish the importance of the teacher in securing the economic and political health of society—and thus no one did more to increase the pressure on teachers and the colleges that trained them. If anything could be made of any student, then what else flowed naturally from student failure but teacher blame?

It’s important to understand that the “blame teachers first” school of thought arises not from chance, or even convenience, but from absolute necessity. If we are to preserve the blank-slate myth and all that goes with it—the long climb up the academic ladder, the preeminence of pluck and determination, the righteousness of the academic sorting system, and the rewards it offers to those who succeed within it, the entire meritocratic edifice—then blame has to go somewhere other than natural talent. Conveniently, teachers are available to be blamed; they are employed by the state, and they lack both the money and the social clout to effectively defend themselves in the court of public opinion.

If we’ve assumed away the possibility of inherent differences in natural ability, who else could we blame but teachers? We might immediately indict the parents, but there’s a problem there, too: we have precious few policy levers that can affect parenting. With the (thankfully) rare exceptions of criminal negligence or abuse, government officials don’t grade how well parents are doing. We don’t have state-run facilities where inadequate parents are sent to brush up on their skills. Nobody is proposing standardized tests of parenting. Diving into the educational research archives, you can find yourself wondering how such an intuitively big piece of the puzzle could be so little discussed, but this is why. There is no policy mechanism to utilize, and thus no interest from the policy minded. Instead of looking in the dark where we dropped the keys, we are looking where the light is. And we will continue to do so until and unless we get serious about exploring the concept of natural academic ability.



Why Do We Reject the Idea of Natural Talent?

Why might there be such resistance to the idea of unequal natural ability? There are several obvious reasons, some noble, some … not.

The most obvious reason is that talk of fundamental talent makes people think about things like eugenics and “race realism,” the old racist saw that black people are inherently less intelligent than white. These are indeed very noxious ideas and worthy of resisting. It’s in fact something of a cliché within behavioral genetics that people immediately scream “eugenics” whenever the topic of genetic influences on behavior comes up. And there’s no doubt that, if we don’t read carefully and think carefully and act carefully, discussion of academic ability and natural talent can lead us to some dark places.

Luckily, we are capable of thinking and talking carefully, and in fact I demand the right to do so. As I will repeat throughout this text, these fears are the product of a category error. First, for eugenics fears—a regime of eugenics would require far more precision in our scientific instruments than we are capable of bringing to bear. Because while genetics certainly impact academic outcomes from the perspective of entire populations, we cannot now even come close to saying whether a specific individual will be naturally academically talented. With that fact in mind, any program of eugenics becomes farcical; our blunt tools would make the eugenic dream impossible even if anyone wanted to achieve that dream. Moreover, we are the authors of our society’s destiny. Even if we had perfect knowledge at conception about a given child’s academic potential, there is no reason that we would be forced to act on this knowledge in an authoritarian way.

And as for the notion that talk of natural talent must inevitably lead to “scientific racism,” I will argue that this way of thinking mistakes discussion of individual variation for discussion of group variation. “An individual’s academic talent is influenced by their genetic endowment” and “a race’s collective academic talent is the product of their genes” are two vastly different and incompatible claims.

Next is the simple (liberal, capitalist, and American) value that holds self-sufficiency and self-control as the highest virtues. America’s mythology is the mythology of the self-made man; our folk tales are stories of individuals who determined their own destiny. Remember the lesson from middle school: if you only believe, you will achieve. The idea that we are not in control of our academic outcomes offends this pre-political attachment. (This is to say nothing of all the innumerable other ways that our lives, buffeted at all turns by chance, are out of our control.)

Another reason for resistance to this brand of thinking lies in the curious way that education becomes a proxy for our society’s greatest ills. I’ve long observed that problems that seem intractable—our racial inequalities, the persistence of gender wage gaps, the proper place for religious observation in public spaces, the status of adolescent sexuality—are viewed through the lens of education. I suspect that this stems from the simple fact that schools seem like something we can control; they are publicly funded, subject to legislation on a variety of levels, and generally subject to local control via school boards. It’s very hard to pass a policy that eliminates racism. But it’s easy to attack teachers and schools for failing to close racial achievement gaps. To acknowledge the persistence of differences in academic ability disrupts people’s ability to blame schools for all of our ills, and the comfort that comes with doing so. Where will people put their hopes, dreams, and fears if not into education?

And I suspect there’s another, simple explanation for this resistance: the people in charge and the people who observe them, those who decide our policy and those who comment on that policy, are themselves all Smart Kids. Politicians, wonks, journalists, writers—these professions tend to pull almost exclusively from those who always excelled at school. These people are fully indoctrinated into the Cult of Smart, having clawed and scratched their way up the academic totem pole, often making many great sacrifices to reach the inner circle of achievement. And as much as such people may profess progressive values, they can’t help but be quietly offended at the idea that, rather than hitting a triple, they were born at third base. (Well, given that researchers typically ascribe only about 50 percent of our academic outcomes to genes, it’s more like a double.)

Whatever the reasons, we are left with the bizarre situation where those most involved in the policy conversation refuse to make one of the most banal observations of modern schooling—that different students have profoundly different levels of underlying ability. This leaves us incapable of having an essential conversation: the conversation about what education can and cannot do.









FOUR

Schools, Where the Talent Gap Has Teeth


There’s a line of thought floating around out there that asks not whether natural academic talent exists but why we should care. Outside of the general sense of research for its own sake, this line of questioning goes, why open this can of worms? Why bother to wander into such inherently uncomfortable territory? For me, the most obvious answer is this: because our education politics and policy are deeply affected by our assumptions about natural talent and its mutability, and the consequences are profound—economically, socially, and politically. Indeed, to pry apart the conventional wisdom on education and human potential risks destabilizing the very foundations of our meritocratic system.


The Key, or the Lock?

Education, we are relentlessly told, is the key. The key to what varies—to social mobility, to reducing inequality, to ending poverty, to the American dream. It seems education is a key that can open any lock.

The obsession with education as the primary means to solve social problems is a cross-ideological and bipartisan aspect of contemporary American political life. I’ve already quoted Barack Obama claiming that the best anti-poverty program is a quality education. His predecessor, George W. Bush, spoke with similar insistence about the importance of education, saying, “There’s no greater challenge than to make sure that every child … regardless of where they live, how they’re raised, the income level of their family, every child receive a first-class education in America.”1 The conservative Republican Bush would join hands with liberal Democrat Ted Kennedy to bring the country No Child Left Behind, which we will return to in a moment. Bush’s predecessor, Bill Clinton, said during his presidency that “in the new economy, information, education, and motivation are everything.”2 And his predecessor, George H. W. Bush, said that “education is the key to opportunity. It’s a ticket out of poverty.”3

This is the story that our policy elites want to tell. From both parties comes the clamor for more and better education. They disagree about why our educational outcomes aren’t better, blaming poverty or teacher unions as politics might dictate. And they disagree about how to fix those problems, calling for more school “choice” or more school funding, depending on party. But they are sure that only education can solve our country’s deep socioeconomic woes.

This is, in some ways, a pleasant story. As someone who values education and teachers, it could be a useful story, depending on how it’s told. As an educator myself, it can be a flattering story. But it’s a false story, another fiction advanced to paper over elementary aspects of the human condition. Our certainty about how education works, what it changes and who it helps, is built on a myth: the myth of equal inherent ability. As we’ve seen, the idea that all children enjoy more or less the same academic potential and can excel if only they enjoy stable parenting, a healthy environment, and good teaching cannot withstand scientific scrutiny. It’s precisely this conceit that dominates education politics and policy, and the consequences hurt students, teachers, parents, and taxpayers.

Many will complain that there are of course programs that can bring all kinds of students to academic excellence. They always have a nephew who excelled in a Montessori program, a coworker who swears by the local Catholic school, an article they read about the power of Head Start. This attitude, while sincere and typically expressed out of genuine concern for the most disadvantaged, stems from a fundamental misunderstanding about how academic excellence is achieved and who is able to achieve it.



A Question of Plasticity

An issue that should be at the core of our discussions of education is what I will refer to as plasticity of outcomes. By that I mean how easily and to what degree student academic outcomes can be changed over time. We tend to think about educational metrics in terms of their outcomes and their gaps—who’s a C student, how much higher the dropout rate is for Hispanic Americans, et cetera. But we spend far less time talking about the degree to which such outcomes can change through pedagogy or policy. Yet it’s that variable, the plasticity of outcomes and how it might vary across student populations, that is ultimately most important for our educational discourse. If teachers and schools have a great ability to alter student outcomes, then all of the immense pressure we have been putting them under makes some sense. If not, well …

It’s not difficult to find people, historically, who have claimed that there are truly no limits to how much educators can mold students. The psychologist John B. Watson famously claimed that, if he had control of any individual’s environment in infancy, he could train them to succeed in any field he desired. The school of behaviorism that Watson founded has long been associated with a blank-slate mentality toward not just academic achievement but all manner of behavioral traits. Sigmund Freud and his acolytes, of course, believed that the human animal is defined by childhood traumas and various psychosexual dynamics that are imprinted onto our subconscious minds. And I will occasionally meet a school reformer who very genuinely believes that all students are universally capable of meeting any level of ability. Saying “no excuses,” after all, implies that everything is possible.

Still, most people, I’d wager, believe in at least some limits to the boundaries of the possible when it comes to schooling. But the definition of those limits is frustratingly vague, and most people generally seem to believe that a given student’s outcomes are more or less the product of the quality of their schooling and their teachers. This assumption of teacher responsibility for student outcomes seems to have become more common in the recent past, but it runs up against a basic reality of education: most students sort themselves into ability bands at a very early age, and they tend to stay in those ability bands throughout their academic careers.

Pioneering research from 1978 starkly demonstrated the persistence of academic ability. The academic histories of a cohort of over 1,500 people who were known to have graduated or dropped out of high school were analyzed. The results:


As early as the third grade, dropouts differed significantly from graduates in age, IQ level, marks received in course work, parent’s occupational and educational level, family size, marital status of parents, and tested reading, arithmetic, and language skill achievement … Although prediction was less accurate for dropouts than for graduates, 6 or 7 of every 10 later school failures were correctly classified by characteristics exhibited in the third grade.4



Third grade was also soon enough to make strong predictions of high school achievement in a 2011 study from the Annie E. Casey Foundation, this time based solely on reading proficiency.5 It probably shouldn’t surprise us that, for example, attendance in pre-K predicts attendance later on.6 Students moving from one elementary school to another tend to stay in the same ability bands as well.7

Unsurprisingly, when we compare students’ performance in high school to their performance in college, the connection is even stronger. As a paper looking back on the history of college entrance exams states, “Irrespective of the quality or type of school attended, cumulative grade point average (GPA) in academic subjects in high school has proved to be the best overall predictor of student performance in college.”8 Can we make the chain longer and expect a predictive relationship between undergraduate GPA and performance in grad school? Yes.9

The persistence of academic standing, throughout life and observed across many different educational contexts, does not mean that teaching does not matter, nor does it prove that relative student metrics are static. Individual students change their academic position relative to their peers often; students who never worked hard before become inspired, performance suffers after a divorce or death in the family, random factors break in just the right way. But at scale, the trends are undeniable—and it’s at scale that our policy apparatus must operate.

In the policy world, the fixation on teacher and school effects seems to stem from a kind of backward logic: because teachers and schools are what policymakers can control, they must therefore be the levers through which we attempt to change the system. For example, in a paper stressing the importance of quality teaching from the neoliberal policy shop Rand Education, the authors acknowledge that student-side and environmental factors do more to influence student outcomes than school-side factors. Why, then, do they continue to stress the preeminence of quality teaching?


Some research suggests that, compared with teachers, individual and family characteristics may have four to eight times the impact on student achievement. But policy discussions focus on teachers because it is arguably easier for public policy to improve teaching than to change students’ personal characteristics or family circumstances. Effective teaching has the potential to help level the playing field.10



This is the famous story of the man with only a hammer who consequently sees a world of nails. I appreciate the passage because it functions as a frank admission of a far broader reality—education wonks focus so intently on teachers not because teachers have the most control but because wonks have the most control over teachers. It’s a form of hunting for hope, a refusal to think systematically. Instead, they constantly press the only lever available rather than build a new lever. It’s perhaps emotionally understandable. But from the perspective of public policy, it’s at best deeply inefficient and at worst a terribly unfair circumstance for our career educators.

If academic performance tends to be so stable over the course of life, why do so many speak with great confidence about the power of good schooling? To a striking degree, our misapprehensions about the power of schooling to change the world stem from a simple but powerful kind of fallacy: the failure to recognize selection bias.



Selection Bias: The First Mover in Education Metrics

In the social sciences, we want to control for as many variables as we can. When we try to find associations, and especially when we want to prove causation, we need to make sure that the observed difference between groups is the product of our variable of interest. That is, we want to make sure that the students in different groups are only different in the way that we care about. If there’s some way in which the groups we’re studying are somehow systematically different, we can’t draw fair conclusions about what we’re looking for. So, for example, if we want to see whether there are educational advantages to using an e-textbook compared to a regular paper textbook, we would want to randomly place students into one group or the other, rather than just giving one class the ebook and one class the paper book. Otherwise, how the students were sorted into the two classes could confound our analysis.

Think about it. Suppose I just decided to use preexisting class rosters as my sorting mechanism. I’m already teaching two sections of the same class, one at 9:30 and one at 12:30, so I’ll just give the first class the paper book and the second class the ebook. Then I can see if there’s a difference between them. Simple, right? Except that there are almost certainly non-random ways that students are being selected into the two classes. For example, suppose students who are taking a particular major have to take an important seminar that conflicts with the 9:30 class. They would be systematically excluded from our analysis. And that kind of systematic non-random distribution can truly wreak havoc with our analysis. That’s why we work so hard to get truly random distributions in research, so that every test subject has the same odds of getting sorted into one group or another.

Practically, though, genuine random sorting in educational contexts is quite difficult. True randomized experiments—where students are sorted individually into different groups by random selection—are rare in educational research, although this is slowly changing. Why? Consider the practical considerations here. In the ebook vs. paper book example, I wouldn’t simply have a set of student test subjects hanging out that I could divide into different groups. The students would already be sorted into one class or another, and they would have to be studied in situ, most of the time. An education researcher does not have the luxury of control that’s enjoyed by researchers in some other fields.

Even when you can sort students into groups, it’s hard to randomize them individually. Think about it: it would be difficult or impossible for a teacher to use the paper book with some of his or her students and the ebook with some others. It would be hard for him or her to direct students to the appropriate section in two different formats. (To say nothing of how much the students would complain if they didn’t get the cool ebook version.) So we tend to have randomization by groups, rather than by individuals, with one class getting one treatment and the other getting the other treatment. This has a tendency to undermine the validity of our observations. There are ways to account for this with statistical techniques like multilevel modeling, but still these procedures fall short of the gold standard of randomized controlled experiments.

Many researchers cannot randomize at all. Suppose you’re studying the effects of lead on academic ability. Could you randomly assign half of your research subjects to be deliberately exposed to lead? I certainly hope not. In these cases, we are often forced to conduct observational and correlation studies.

At least in the case of research we are making an effort to compare like with like. In the general, amateur discussions of schooling that do so much to influence our national education conversation, the problem is much deeper. Parents, teachers, journalists, even some professors and policy analysts—all routinely fail to account for the underlying differences in populations that confound our observations of educational quality. Selection bias is the first mover in education, the most powerful, most distorting influence, and almost no one talks about it.

Probably the most glaring example of this kind of bad reasoning takes place when people assume that private schooling is superior to public. My hometown had three high schools, the local coed public high school (where I went), and both a boys and girls private Catholic high school. People involved with the private high schools liked to brag about the high scores their students received on standardized tests—without bothering to mention that you had to score well on such a test to get into the schools in the first place. This is, as I’ve said before, akin to having a height requirement for your school and then bragging about how tall your student body is. Schools that use a screening mechanism specifically designed to exclude the students who are less likely to succeed can’t then turn around and assume that the strong outcomes of their students say something positive about the efficacy of their teaching.

Of course, there’s another set of screens involved here that also powerfully shape outcomes: private schools cost a lot of money, and so students who can’t afford to attend are screened out. Students from lower socioeconomic backgrounds have consistently lower performance on a broad variety of metrics, such as SAT scores, and so private schools are again advantaged in comparison to public.11 To draw conclusions about educational quality from student outcomes without rigorous attempts to control for differences in how students are sorted into which schools, programs, or pedagogies—without randomization—is to ensure that you’ll draw unsupported conclusions. And when we look at the impact of private schools on students who would ordinarily have been screened out, such as in the Washington, DC, voucher program, the outcomes are discouraging, running to disastrous.12

Unfortunately, the general thrust of public opinion on education usually stems from just this kind of false inference. Take the “immigrant advantage.” Immigrant students in American schools typically outperform their domestic peers. The reasons for this dynamic typically advanced by those of a socially conservative bent are big on terms like “culture” and “attitude,” vague notions of perseverance and work ethic. The observed differences in outcomes are routinely chalked up to the immigrant willingness to strive and persevere, fitting in nicely with the American mythos of the (white, European, assimilating) striving immigrant. But are those cultural and social differences really the source of this advantage? No. Selection bias is at play: those who can legally immigrate to the United States are generally those that enjoy social and economic privilege back home. Research suggests that these advantages explain most of the observed difference.13

Consider the category of “Asian American,” a group generally described as a model of educational success. Frequently, Asian Americans are represented as the new “model minority,” thanks to their strong educational metrics and rapidly improving socioeconomic status. The Yale Law professor Amy Chua has made a second career for herself by invoking the superior values of her Chinese heritage, arguing in her notorious 2011 book Battle Hymn of the Tiger Mother and 2014’s The Triple Package (co-authored with her husband) that these values are key to success.

But there is in fact a great deal of variation within the term “Asian American,” a category so broad as to be nearly meaningless. In particular, Chinese, Korean, and Japanese Americans tend to handily outperform Cambodian, Laotian, and Vietnamese Americans in educational and economic stats.14 Is this because those groups lack the immigrant work ethic and culture of perseverance? A far simpler explanation is that Chinese, Korean, and Japanese Americans tend to be, or to be descended from, immigrants who came to the United States voluntarily, meaning that they enjoyed sufficient economic and social standing back home to make the trip. Meanwhile, Cambodian, Laotian, and Vietnamese Americans tend to be, or be descended from, refugees who fled from their countries, very often with little more than the clothes on their backs. Failure to understand these systematic differences in population formation is the basis of selection bias.

Most people fail to take these conditions into account even when they should be obvious. At Purdue, my doctoral institution, there is a large Chinese student population. I always chuckled to hear domestic students say, “Chinese people are all so rich!” It didn’t seem to occur to them that a school that costs better than $40,000 a year for international students acted as a natural screen to exclude the vast number of Chinese people who live in deep poverty. But I too would sometimes fall prey to this kind of selection bias. I had to take care to remind myself that my 8:30 a.m. writing classes weren’t going so much better than my 2:30 p.m. classes because I was somehow a better teacher in the mornings, but because the students who would sign up for an 8:30 a.m. class were probably the most motivated and prepared. We all need to be aware of how deeply unequal populations influence our perceptions of educational quality.

Sometimes, selection effects are deliberately hidden in education. In 2013, the news agency Reuters undertook an exhaustive investigation of the ways that charter schools deliberately exclude the hardest-to-educate students, despite the fact that most charters are ostensibly required to accept all kinds of students, as public schools are bound to. For all the talk of charters as some sort of revolution in effective public schooling, what Reuters found is that charter administrators work feverishly to tip the scales, finding all kinds of crafty ways to ensure that they don’t have to educate the hardest students.15 This specific bad behavior, manipulating charter lotteries, is particularly pernicious because researchers often use those supposedly random lottery procedures as their randomization method. This could directly lead to overestimating the positive effects of charters and distorting our policy conversation.

And even when we look past all of the dirty tricks that school administrators can use—like, say, requiring parents to attend meetings held at specific times when most working parents can’t—there are many ways in which students are assigned to charter schools non-randomly, to the advantage of those schools. Excluding students with cognitive and developmental disabilities is a notorious example. (Despite what some assume, many students with special needs take state-mandated standardized tests and are included in data like graduation rates in most locales.) The simple fact that parents typically have to opt in to charter school lotteries for their children to attend also functions as a screening mechanism.

Sometimes selection bias slips in the back door. Take the Stanford University Center for Research on Education Outcomes (CREDO) studies on charter school efficacy. The 2009 study notoriously found that, after years of charter school triumphalism and “no excuses” rhetoric, charters actually underperformed regular public schools in their observed metrics.16 But the 2013 follow-up study found that charters had in fact pulled even with publics in math and were running slightly ahead in reading.17 Proponents of charter schools crowed, arguing that they had proven that the charter model was the key to better outcomes.

But there was a dirty little secret hiding in CREDO’s 2013 report. While school reformers beat their chests, a major caveat lurked in the actual text of the report: charters had “made modest progress in raising student performance in both reading and mathematics, caused in part by the closure of 8 percent of the charters.” Remarkable how you can achieve modest gains when 8 percent of your data, almost certainly drawn from the lowest-performing schools, drops out of your data set! It’s notable that a study with the pedigree of the CREDO reports did not acknowledge that this undermined the basic claims of improving metrics. As a pseudonymous writer argued on the blog Edushyster at the time, this tactic is similar to one undertaken by hedge fund managers when they argue that hedge funds outperform the rest of the market, neglecting to note that funds that close down due to poor performance are excluded from the data.18

At times, charters do not benefit from selection bias but rather serve as a means to create it. Consider so-called alternative charters. They have been sold by their supporters as a means to turn around struggling school districts by boosting graduation rates and giving struggling students a fresh start and a different curriculum. But in fact, they mostly help struggling school districts by finding a way for them to offload students. A report by the nonprofit journalism organization ProPublica showed that the alternative charter schools in Orlando, Florida—one of the ten largest districts in the country—essentially acted as warehouses for poorly performing students.19 By shuffling the hardest students out of their doors and off of their books, the schools created artificially inflated graduation numbers. Funny how that works.

I find it’s nearly impossible to get people to think about selection bias when they consider schools and their quality. Parents look at a private school and say, “All these kids are doing so well, I’ll send my troubled child and he’ll do well, too.” They look at the army of strivers marching out of Stanford with their diplomas held high and say, “Boy, that’s a great school.” And they look at the Harlem Children’s Zone schools and celebrate their outcome metrics, without pausing to consider that it’s a lot easier to get those outcomes when you’re constantly expelling the students most predisposed to fail. But we need to look deeper and recognize these dynamics if we want to evaluate the use of scarce educational resources fairly and effectively.

Aside from the general impression that private schools are better than public, perhaps the most glaring example of selection bias distorting our educational conversation lies in New Orleans and its supposed charter school miracle. After Hurricane Katrina, the neoliberal powers that be took advantage of a crisis (as they always do) to enforce their agenda. The schools in New Orleans were transformed into a 100 percent charter system, and reformers were quick to crow about improved test scores, the only metric for success they recognize. Whether these gains stand up to scrutiny is debatable.20 But even if those results hold, the notion of using New Orleans as a model for other school districts is absurd on its face. When we make policy decisions, we want to isolate variables and compare like with like, to whatever degree possible. The story of New Orleans makes this impossible. Katrina changed everything in the city, where 100,000 of the city’s poorest residents were permanently displaced. The civic architecture of the city was entirely rebuilt. Billions of dollars of public and private money poured in. An army of do-gooders arrived to try and save the city, willing to work for lower wages than they would ordinarily accept. How could these massive overall social changes possibly be replicated elsewhere? And how could we have any faith that adopting the New Orleans schooling system—without the massive civic overhaul—would replicate the supposed advantages?

Oh, and by the way: the New Orleans Recovery School District was sued for discriminating against special needs students by failing to provide them with admission into appropriate programs, and New Orleans charter schools were expelling students at ten times the national average.21 If every public school had the ability to avoid teaching the hardest-to-educate students in such numbers, how do you think their test scores might look?

Tell me how your students are getting assigned to your school, and I can predict your outcomes—not perfectly, but well enough that it calls into question many of our core presumptions about how education works.



Miracles, Real or Imagined

Our ignorance about selection bias, and our tendency to credulously accept pleasant fables about educational miracles, have real political and policy consequences. No example could be more trenchant than that of the so-called Texas miracle and the disastrous rollout of No Child Left Behind (NCLB).

The bipartisan NCLB, signed by George W. Bush and aggressively championed by liberal lion Ted Kennedy, was frequently sold with reference to the supposedly miraculous turnaround in Texas school systems like that of Houston. While campaigning for the presidency in the 2000 election, Bush had aggressively advanced his credentials as an education reformer who got results, claiming that test scores and graduation rates had risen in Texas thanks to lots of testing and a “get tough” attitude toward teachers and schools. This model—constant testing and the promise of harsh punishments for those educators whose students struggled on those tests—did not originate with Texas or Bush, but in many ways his presidency was a high-water mark for a bipartisan embrace of “no excuses” education reform.

Sadly for those enamored with this model—and the children impacted—it didn’t work.

Retrospective considerations of Texas’s supposed gains were far less rosy. You can probably guess where the purported miracles came from at this point: struggling students were systematically excluded from the data, creating an artificial inflation in the numbers. A 2003 New York Times investigation found that, “Compared with the rest of the country, Houston’s gains on the national exam the Stanford Achievement Test were modest. The improvements in middle and elementary school were a fraction of those depicted by the Texas test and were similar to those posted on the Stanford test by students in Los Angeles … the Texas Education Agency found rampant undercounting of school dropouts.”22 This failure to account for dropouts is an example of survivorship bias, a particularly common subset of selection bias that crops up in education metrics all the time. Because those who drop out of school or are otherwise removed from the sample are much more likely to be among those struggling, failure to control for them artificially inflates numbers. (This is particularly acute in some metrics of college performance, given that, nationally, only about 60 percent of students who start college graduate in six years.)23

And so a key part of the story selling a “no excuses” model was revealed, in time, to be a trick of the numbers. No Child Left Behind, of course, would come to be seen as one of the most disastrous education laws in our country’s history. Disastrous, and deeply telling. The law had required truly universal standards for schools, insisting on literal 100 percent compliance with federally mandated performance benchmarks. Inevitably, state after state and district after district failed to meet these federal standards, compelling the Department of Education to issue exemptions en masse. The basic reality of inherent talent—the fact that there is a distribution of academic ability within any identifiable subset of children, and that this talent distribution asserts itself regardless of educational context and in spite of any policy efforts to deny it—meant that the law was doomed to fail. Teachers and schools were held to impossible standards, students were forced to endure endless hours of mind-numbing testing, the for-profit companies that designed those tests took hundreds of millions of tax dollars, and a few political careers were made. And for what?

No Child Left Behind epitomized the modern conception of education. Its champions treated any talk of fundamental differences in academic ability between individual students as nihilism, as excuse making on behalf of teacher unions, as a form of abandoning vulnerable children. The law required one to believe that the only thing necessary for a country of over 300 million people to achieve universal academic excellence was adequate political will. If only we wanted it enough, no child would be “left behind” by failing to measure up to arbitrary performance standards imposed by fiat from above. In this dogged belief in the power of policy to defy common sense about relative academic ability, NCLB was merely a symptom of a larger disease, one that remains uncured.

In 2015, amid the intense partisanship of the Obama era, Democrats and Republicans nevertheless came together to scrap NCLB. The law’s failures had become too abundant to ignore. The bill that replaced it was to some degree an improvement, giving more local control to states and ending the absurd, unworkable goal of 100 percent compliance with standards. And yet the new law’s title does not inspire confidence that we’ve reached a new era of educational realism: the Every Student Succeeds Act. What goes unasked is how we can maintain any coherent definition of success and still have every student succeed. And indeed, the law continues the federal policy of applying procrustean standards to a vast nation of diverse students who have different needs and learn in different contexts and who should be expected to achieve at different levels accordingly. It seems that the doctrine of “no excuses” can never fail, it can only ever be failed.









FIVE

Does School Quality Matter? Not Really


Though I am a critic of education reform (of the usual neoliberal variety) and a fierce defender of public schools, there are places where I part ways with the average public school teacher. In particular, I tend to assume that teachers play a far smaller role in student outcomes than most public school educators do. In fact, I will go a step further: school quality simply doesn’t matter very much when it comes to quantitative educational outcomes. In fact it doesn’t make much sense to even think in terms of school quality, given how student-side variables (those aspects of a given student and his or her life that schools and teachers can’t control) dominate school-side variables. Educators just don’t control much compared to the impact of inherent ability.

It’s here that I will probably lose some people, but the data is fairly clear. I leave it to the Adam Smith Institute’s Ben Southwood to summarize the relevant literature:


Random selection into a better school in Beijing has no effect, random selection into a better school in Chicago has close to no effect, random selection into a better Kenyan school has no effect, nor does it in Missouri, nor in New York City. Once you control for student characteristics, Australian private schools didn’t outperform state schools on the 2009 PISA. Conscription into extra education didn’t much affect life outcomes in late 1970s France. In 1950s England, going to an elite school made no difference to a youth’s job market outcomes. The literature is huge and there are many many more examples.1



This is the kind of claim that makes people very upset, and across ideological lines. Conservatives and school reformers don’t like it because they see it as a shirking of responsibility, as just another excuse to spare those lousy teachers and their unions from accountability. Liberals don’t like it because they see it as foreclosing the possibility for success.

Consider the case of New York’s Hunter College High School, a prestigious and selective public institution. Hunter is one of New York’s “exam schools,” schools that require a certain score on an entrance exam. The competition is truly fierce in the ultra-competitive world of New York parenting and the stakes are understood to be very, very high. After all, these schools boast impressive alumni rolls, and figures like Supreme Court justice Elena Kagan and Hamilton superstar Lin-Manuel Miranda have passed through Hunter’s doors.

I choose this example, in particular, because left-leaning political writer, MSNBC host, and Hunter College alum Chris Hayes devotes considerable time to discussing the school in his 2012 book, Twilight of the Elites. Hayes’s book, an entertaining assault on our society’s technocrats and political leadership, unravels the myth of American meritocracy and demonstrates all the ways that our political and policy elites have failed to justify their station. But Hayes seems compelled to advance a false history of the school as a place where, once, any student could rise above.

Hayes describes how elite parents have come to undermine the meritocratic value of Hunter by sending their children to expensive test prep programs. “When I was eleven there was no test prep industry, but that’s no longer the case … the wealthier precincts of Manhattan are home to a flourishing tutoring industry, where parents can afford the $90-an-hour price to hire private tutors for one-on-one sessions with their children.”2 This clearly is an example of the elite unfairly perpetuating their privilege, as attending exclusive schools like Hunter prepares students for life far better than regular New York high schools. “Hunter is, in its own imagination, a place where anyone with drive and brains can be catapulted from the anonymity of working class outer-borough neighborhoods to the inner sanctum of the American elite.”

It’s a compelling story. But a false one. Once you correct for ability, attending schools like Hunter makes no difference. Several high-quality studies have been performed evaluating the real impact of selective public high schools and have found that attending those high schools simply doesn’t matter in terms of conventional educational and life outcomes. We research this through what’s sometimes called a “last in, last out” model. Inevitably, with tests like those used at exam schools, you’ll have students of very similar ability right below the cutoff line and right above it. Test takers who are very closely bunched together have closely matching underlying ability. And when looking at those who are bunched together on either side of the exam cutoff score, we find no difference in things like college completion rates, unemployment rates, and income level. It just doesn’t matter.

Of course when you have a mechanism in place to screen out all of the students with the biggest disadvantages, you end up with an impressive-looking set of alumni! The admissions procedures at these schools don’t determine which students get the benefit of a better education; the perception of a better education is itself an artifact of the admissions procedure. The screening mechanism is the educational mechanism.

Oh, and about those test prep courses. There are no studies on Hunter College’s exam and attendant test prep programs. But we do have a number of studies on the impact of test prep classes and tutoring when it comes to major college admissions tests like the SAT and the ACT. And the results are uniformly unimpressive, with typical improvements being in the low to mid–double digits on a 1,600-point scale. Test prep doesn’t work. We know that from data collected as part of the National Educational Longitudinal Study of 1988.3 We know it from College Board survey data from 1995.4 We know it from a study on MCAT test prep from 2010.5 We know it from admissions testing for medical school in Australia.6 And the modest gains that are seen from these classes and tutoring look even worse when you consider that test takers often receive a minor bump simply from taking the test again, likely due to their greater comfort and familiarity with the test.

Though his heart is in the right place, Hayes has told a story that fails in both directions at once. He asserts a cause that actually doesn’t matter much (test prep courses) for an effect that doesn’t matter much (sending a kid to Hunter College instead of a regular NYC public high school). What actually does matter is the underlying distribution of talent in the populations he’s describing. The students who are just on the wrong side of the cutoff line to get into Hunter will be fine. It’s the students who won’t come close to attending that kind of school, the kids who struggle in comparison to the median student and not just to the elite, whom we need to worry about, whom we need to craft policy to help.

But what about the Harvards and Yales? Surely, they offer serious advantages for their graduates, right? No, so long as you’re controlling for ability. In college, the selection dynamic is even more pronounced. The entire edifice of college admissions stands as a massive effort to create unequal student populations. Well-heeled schools spend millions of dollars to ensure that their student bodies are not like those of other schools.

There is a very strong relationship between high school SAT scores and scores on the College Learning Assessment (CLA), a standardized test of college learning.7 These scores show the extent to which different incoming student populations—the inherent, powerful selection bias of the college admissions process—determine different test outcomes. (Note that very similar relationships are observed in similar tests such as ETS’s Proficiency Profile.) To blame educators at poorly performing schools for failing to match the schools with high test scores is to punish them for differences in the prerequisite ability of their students.

Harvard students have remarkable post-collegiate outcomes, academically, professionally, and socially. But then, Harvard invests millions of dollars in carefully managing its incoming student bodies. The truth is most Harvard students are going to be fine wherever they go, and so our assumptions about the quality of Harvard’s education itself are called into question. A high-quality longitudinal study found that, in cohorts of college students from both the 1970s and the 1990s, the returns from attending an elite college were effectively nil, once you controlled for SAT scores.8 Once you compare like with like, and look at students of similar underlying ability, attending a prestigious school makes no difference.

The point is not to argue that Harvard or similar elite schools don’t do a good job of preparing their students for their futures. The point is that the students of these colleges would likely excel no matter where they went to school. Their underlying academic ability trumps the importance of their individual college.


The Arrow of Causation

A common complaint of liberal education reformers is that students who face consistent achievement gaps, such as poor minority students, suffer because they are systematically excluded from the best schools, for example, screened out by high housing prices in affluent white districts. It’s certainly true that zoning, often deliberately used to exclude poor people of color, plays an outsize role in the populations of public schools. Any progressive person should be in favor of tearing down these legal walls and of reforming our education funding system.

But think now about all we’ve said about selection effects and why they are so important. What if the conventional story confuses cause and effect? Isn’t it more likely that we perceive those districts to be the best precisely because they effectively exclude students who suffer under the burdens of racial discrimination and poverty? Of course schools look good when, through geography and policy, they are responsible for educating only those students who receive the greatest socioeconomic advantages our society provides. As ugly as their motives are, and as much as we should oppose them, the rich people who use geography and zoning to exclude poor students of color from their school districts have understood a basic reality about schooling: outcomes are mostly a matter of who gets sorted in and who gets sorted out.

And these dynamics become self-perpetuating. As school districts gain a reputation for being high quality because they’ve excluded harder-to-educate students, their property values rise, which in turn excludes even more poor students. For the record, I believe we need robust desegregation efforts to break this cycle and to better integrate students from across the socioeconomic spectrum in our public schools. I just don’t think that doing so will likely have much impact on quantitative educational metrics.

This reversal of perceived cause and effect seems quite obvious, yet the idea is almost entirely absent from education talk, in either liberal or conservative media. I suspect one major reason lies in the inherent discomfort many progressive people feel when it comes to discussing inherent ability, and their fears that this talk must inevitably lead to racism or sexism. It’s worth articulating why this isn’t the case.



The Elephant in the Room: Racial Achievement Gaps

Few subjects dominate education discussion the way that talk of racial and gender achievement gaps does, and for good reason. Stark differences in academic outcomes mirror America’s historical and contemporary socioeconomic inequalities, helping to perpetuate the cycle of disadvantage. Much of the energy in education research comes from people dedicated to ending these inequalities.

The basic dynamics are pretty well understood, even as the underlying causes are immensely controversial. Large group differences between white, black, and Hispanic American students have been observed since the beginning of desegregated schooling. These gaps shrank significantly in the 1970s and early 1980s, then stagnated, and have been slowly shrinking again in recent years. Today, these gaps stand somewhere in the .5 to 1.0 standard deviation range in both math and reading. That is, if the average white student sits at 50 percent of all students at a given academic task, the average black student lies somewhere between 15 percent and 30 percent. On the National Assessment of Educational Progress tests, considered by many to be the gold standard of educational metrics, the average black nine-year-old scores a 206 on reading while his white peers average a 229; in math, the numbers are 226 for black students and 251 for white.9 The gap for Hispanic students is generally smaller but real and persistent, and in some metrics, like high school dropout rates, Hispanic students lag furthest behind.10

There’s nothing controversial about the existence of these gaps; Barack Obama, for example, referenced them repeatedly during his presidency. But their causes, and the best way to overcome them, are about as controversial as it gets. Typically, progressives argue that the gaps are the product of environmental differences, the consequence of socioeconomic gaps and the legacy of slavery and Jim Crow. Conservatives often complain of a “culture of poverty” and argue that racial minorities have become too dependent on government handouts. Neoliberal school reformers tend to blame supposedly failing public schools, even though racial achievement gaps exist before students ever begin formal schooling.11 Meanwhile, there are the so-called race realists who insist that racial differences in academic outcomes and other social indicators are the result of genetic differences among races. These voices are, thankfully, largely relegated to the fringes, though a disturbing number of mainstream academics seem to hold these beliefs as well.12

It’s understandable, given that range of opinions, that decent people tend to flee from any discussion of genetics and intelligence. When a side that holds such noxious views presses a genetic link, the natural—but quietly destructive—tendency for those without bigoted views is to wash their hands of discussion of intelligence and genetics entirely. But the assumption that a link between genetic ancestry and academic ability must necessarily imply genetic group differences among races is a category error. It’s perfectly consistent to believe that the difference between individual students is largely genetic while the difference between racial groups is not. And by avoiding the topic altogether, progressive people cede the discussion to some of the worst voices imaginable. Given that genetics play an undeniably large role in human outcomes, this is a failure of political strategy as well as an intellectual mistake.

My own take is a rather conventional position among liberal people: I suspect that the racial achievement gap is the product of social, economic, and cultural forces that lie outside of the control of individuals or their parents. The various burdens that black and Hispanic students labor under work to depress their test scores and similar academic outcomes. Race-science types are quick to point out that socioeconomic status, as defined by the income of parents, does not explain the entire racial achievement gap. This is true; black students underperform white even when matched at the same income bands. But when people discuss this dynamic, they tend to dramatically overstate what income level alone can tell us. People tend to speak of “controlling for poverty” or “controlling for socioeconomic factors.” But racial prejudice involves far more than just economic gaps.

We know, for example, that black children tend to have higher levels of lead exposure than white, even when controlling for socioeconomic status; and we know that exposure to lead in childhood is associated with a large number of negative outcomes, including reduced cognitive capacity and behavioral issues.13 We know that black students are significantly more likely to receive serious disciplinary actions, such as school suspensions, than white.14 We know that black youth are significantly more likely to be arrested than white youth.15 I could go on. To throw parent income level into a regression and declare the work of making fair comparisons among races done is to ignore the profoundly multivariate nature of racial inequality. White supremacy touches on so many aspects of American life that it’s irresponsible to believe that we have adequately controlled for it in our investigations of the racial achievement gap.

Some of the most distinguished researchers in intelligence—none of whom reject the behavioral genetics consensus that IQ and other cognitive traits are highly heritable—have spoken out against the idea that racial group differences are genetic in nature. In 2017, the respected researchers Eric Turkheimer, Kathryn Paige Harden, and Richard E. Nisbett published two articles on the website Vox.com, where they argued that a belief in the heritability of intelligence did not mean that we must accept race science. As they wrote, “There is currently no reason at all to think that any significant portion of the IQ differences among socially defined racial groups is genetic in origin.”16

The denial of race science by behavioral geneticists—whose own research demonstrates the heritability of intelligence—should prove that one can believe in genetic influences on personality traits while still denying a genetic explanation of the racial achievement gap. James Flynn, the pioneering intelligence researcher who has shown that IQs have grown dramatically in the past century, is another acclaimed academic who both believes in the heritability of intelligence and rejects the claim that the racial achievement gap is genetic in origin.17

It’s my belief that, as persistent as they seem to be, racial achievement gaps will eventually fade. Why? Look at a relevant example: the example of women.

The story of women’s astonishing advance in education offers an object lesson in why one shouldn’t assume that group differences are inherent and immutable. For much of our history, girls and women were casually assumed to be inherently less intelligent than boys and men. In many eras and cultures, women were excluded from formal schooling entirely. Even after women began to enroll in universities en masse in the twentieth century, they were a small fraction of overall students, as cultural norms dictated that most women should stay at home and raise children. But over time, women inexorably increased their college enrollment and graduation rates. In 1970, men earned almost 60 percent of all degrees conferred by colleges and universities; by 2015, they earned less than 40 percent. Across a broad range of indicators, women have begun to outpace men: far more women take the SAT, girls are more likely to complete their homework than boys, boys receive far more school disciplinary actions like suspensions, and so on. And these dynamics hold for every race—Asian women outperform Asian men, with similar patterns among white, Hispanic, and black students.

There are some areas where women still lag behind, including scores at the top of the SAT math distribution and participation in some STEM fields like computer science. But the remarkable growth in the performance of women in school should be an object lesson when considering the racial achievement gap: socioeconomic and cultural changes can engender remarkable changes in educational outcomes. Crucially, this is an example of structural societal changes producing changes in the classroom, not the other way around. Far too many people in the education policy world expect to solve the racial achievement gap in education and in doing so help end socioeconomic inequalities. Far more likely is that it will take ending socioeconomic gaps to begin closing educational gaps.

And, of course, even when we close the racial achievement gap, there will still be a talent gap, students of all races who score significantly below their peers. What happens to those students, black and white, male and female, who have lost the genetic lottery? It’s a question liberalism hasn’t come close to answering.



Enforcing Consensus: The Example of the Gates Foundation

There are many reasons that the simple fact of inherent talent differences so often goes unspoken in education policy circles. As I’ve suggested, both major ideological tendencies in American life have reason to avoid the topic. But there are basic dynamics of the policy funding mechanism that contribute to this problem, and there’s no better example than the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation.

In grad school, I worked as a research assistant for the late Dr. Linda Bergmann, a brilliant academic and good friend whom we lost far too early. The project involved an effort to create an online social network where students could practice their academic writing. I confess I didn’t think much of the project itself, as it seemed to combine the worst kinds of ed-tech hype and a deep dorkiness that would prevent real teenagers from wanting to use it. But it was grad school, so I was broke, and I respected and admired Linda and was happy to work with her.

At the time I was working on the project, I was also keeping an eye on media reports about resistance to the Common Core. I was inspired, at the time, by the growing perception that the Common Core was being forced from above, without proper vetting or public debate, and in a way that cut the most important stakeholders—parents and teachers—out of the loop. More, I was interested because of the influence of the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation on this sweeping, rapid adoption. Since I study educational and pedagogical research, and talk with ed researchers in person and online, the Gates Foundation is unavoidable. Their influence is everywhere, and many people worry about what that means for the future of American education.

Then, literally an hour or two after I had been reading up on this type of concern and criticism, Linda mentioned in passing that the money they were paying me was Gates Foundation money. I had been working for the foundation without even knowing it.

I should say from the outset: it is absolutely a good thing that they provide money for that research, and all the other research they fund. As a grad student whose financial situation got a little bit easier thanks to that funding, I felt personally grateful. And while it’s essential to the integrity of any research that there be a firewall between the funders and the researchers themselves, I don’t pretend that organizations that fund research have no legitimate interests in the direction of that research. Given the steady erosion of governmental support for academic research of all kinds, foundations and think tanks have become even more important as a source of research dollars.

But there’s a certain size threshold beyond which that kind of influence can become something pernicious. With its incredible size, my fear is that the Gates Foundation has long since crossed that threshold.

Consider reporting by the Washington Post’s Lyndsey Layton on the way in which the Gates Foundation was able, with disturbing ease, to implement the Common Core throughout much of the country. Two points should be clear from her reporting. First, the evidence to support the claim that the Common Core will result in learning gains is thin on the ground. As the Washington Post story reads,


Tom Loveless, a former Harvard professor who is an education policy expert at the Brookings Institution, said the Common Core was “built on a shaky theory.” He said he has found no correlation between quality standards and higher student achievement. “Everyone who developed standards in the past has had a theory that standards will raise achievement, and that’s not happened,” Loveless said.18



This is in keeping with a much broader divide between the rhetoric of education reform and the results of ed reform programs. So many of the boilerplate policy preferences of the ed reform movement, from charter schools to the elimination of teacher unions to merit pay, have seen inconclusive or negative research results, and yet that never seems to pierce the elite conversation.

Layton continues:


Jay P. Greene, head of the Department of Education Reform at the University of Arkansas, says the Gates Foundation’s overall dominance in education policy has subtly muffled dissent. “Really rich guys can come up with ideas that they think are great, but there is a danger that everyone will tell them they’re great, even if they’re not,” Greene said.



That problem would not be nearly as acute if not for the size and power of the Gates Foundation. That’s true regardless of your interpretation of the benevolent intentions of that particular organization. Above a certain size, funders like the Gates Foundation become a problem even if the people running them have all the best intentions. I don’t doubt for a second that Bill and Melinda Gates personally, and most of the people who work for the foundation, intend only to do the best work they can with their money. But then, the history of the ed reform movement is a history of the failure of good intentions.

There’s a palpable sense of worry among a lot of education researchers and people in the education nonprofit world around the Gates Foundation. The foundation is just so dominant in funding and, through funding, influence. That manifests itself in a fear of publicly criticizing the foundation and its policy preferences. That may be a small fear, it may represent itself subtly, but if you multiply it across the broad world of education research and policy, it can have a major impact on what gets studied, how results are reported, and what is considered realistic policy. It’s easy to make this sound like some kind of explicit corruption, but it’s not that simple or that easy to judge.

I’ve talked to many people in the education research world who will privately admit to this dynamic. It isn’t a matter of people saying, “I want that sweet Gates cash, I better get in line on charter schools.” It’s a matter of identifying what kind of research gets funded, of worrying about funding in the future, of recognizing that plummeting state and federal research dollars can make private foundations like Gates the only game in town. It’s not sinister, on either side of the equation, but it can have pernicious effects.

Layton also describes Bill Gates becoming frustrated and angry when pressed on questions about how the Common Core was implemented. It seems strange to me that he would grow flustered by what are very common concerns about the standards. But then I wonder: How often does he really encounter strong rebuttals to his own preferences in day-to-day life? There is a tendency for rich and powerful men to be surrounded by people who tell them what they want to hear.

And I think that’s what I worry about most, when it comes to these people at the elite end of the policy spectrum. Are they hearing the kind of criticism of ed reform policy they desperately need to? Does Bill Gates understand that the dominance of demographic factors in educational outcomes is one of the most powerful and consistent findings in the history of education research? Has he seen the research that undercuts claims of sweeping gains from charter schools or merit pay? Has Donald Trump? Has Betsy DeVos? I doubt it.

I think that the commitment Bill and Melinda Gates have made to disperse their immense fortune in charitable ways is remarkable, however strongly I feel that philanthropy is not a substitute for government intervention. There are some educational projects that have been spearheaded or funded by the Gates Foundation that I find very admirable. But there’s also a set of policy preferences that they push that seem immune to evidence.



Does Anything Work?

It’s easy to look at all of these false promises and dead ends and wonder what works. Are our efforts in this domain simply wasted? What actually works? As I’ve suggested, having biological parents with a high IQ is probably the single most important determining factor for a child’s later academic development. But let’s set genetic ancestry aside. What else predicts student performance?

To succeed academically, a child should be born to college-educated parents.19 Those parents should be from the middle class or, preferably, the upper class.20 The child should be brought to full term and be born at a healthy weight.21 The child should be free from developmental or cognitive disabilities.22 The child should be raised in a lead-free environment.23 The child should not be abused or neglected, particularly early in life.24 As you may have noticed, all of these conditions are ones that educators and policymakers have little or no control over.

I would not say, though, that we should be completely nihilistic about the available academic interventions. I think that we should instead be realistic about what we control and who is responsible for outcomes. A high-quality meta-analysis (a type of study that aggregates the statistics of past studies for greater validity) was published in 2017 that compared various interventions and their impacts on students from poorer homes.25 Synthesizing data from more than a hundred studies published over a 15-year period, the authors attempted to ascertain the benefits of interventions such as afterschool programs, behavioral interventions, computer-assisted teaching, and more.

To begin with: most things didn’t work. A majority of the studies examined showed no significant effect on student achievement at all. The overall weighted effect size of all interventions was less than .1 of a standard deviation. These outcomes are to be expected if we assume that individual student talent plays the dominant role.

But there were a few interventions that seemed to offer some limited advantages. Chief among them was individual or small-group tutoring, which had a weighted effect size of .4 of a standard deviation. In the context of education research, this is an impressive achievement. We must put it in its proper context; the racial achievement gap, for example, is on many measures a full standard deviation wide. Still, large gaps are more likely to be filled with the steady accumulation of small improvements rather than through any major revolutions, and so we should be encouraged by any tangible results.

But why do we hear so little about tutoring as one important tool in a broader effort to improve results? As someone who spends a great deal of his time in the world of education policy and politics, I don’t hear tutoring mentioned that often, certainly less often than I hear about gamifying the classroom, flipping the classroom, how technology will solve all of our problems, and so on. Why? Well, for one thing, high-quality tutoring is expensive; you have to train the tutors and you have to pay them. But I suspect the more important reason is that there’s nothing sexy about tutoring. Tutoring isn’t some new breakthrough, it doesn’t lend itself to hype, and it has no major corporation pushing for its adoption, unlike ed-tech boondoggles like the Los Angeles school system’s $1.3 billion iPad fiasco.26 In the world of education policy, attention—and more importantly, dollars—flows to those programs that most flatter the policy world’s obsession with “disruption.”



The Stakes: Our Entire Social Hierarchy

What we are left with is a simple reality: thanks to the heritability of academic ability, the range of the possible in the classroom is dramatically smaller than conventionally assumed. A large portion of the variation in academic outcomes will remain permanently out of the hands of schools and teachers. This is not an argument that school does not matter; it is instead a question of how school matters. Whatever the value of schooling, we must consider, soberly and rationally, what it means for society that all students are not and will never be equal in their academic talents. Given the realities of meritocracy and its relationship to our economic outcomes and the job market, the consequences are profound. Indeed, if we truly understand those consequences, we can see that they demand a radical restructuring of the basic social contract of contemporary American life.
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The Whims of Nature


To understand how our contemporary vision of education has gone wrong, and through it our broader conceptions of how our society should operate, it’s necessary to understand what academic research can tell us about human potential. To have this discussion, we have to speak frankly about how our genes influence our mental as well as our physical selves.

I will risk appearing self-defensive by repeating myself: this book is not an argument for the “race realist” position that some races are inherently more intelligent than others. Nor do I traffic in sexist ideas about innate gender differences in intelligence. I do not believe that black people are smarter than white, that Asian people have a genetic facility for math, or that women are not as gifted as men in science. Lest there be any confusion, I unequivocally and explicitly reject those beliefs, and this book will not advance any such claims about group differences in intelligence. I will instead argue that the science of individual differences in potential has profound consequences for our education system and our society.

It is worth saying at the outset that while I am trained in the somewhat related area of educational measurement, I am not a researcher in behavioral genetics, and I rely on the work of scholars in that field to understand the dynamics I’m about to discuss. Here I claim no expertise. The notes of this book contain references to many useful sources on this topic.


Twin and Adoption Studies

So how do we know what we know about the heritability of cognitive traits like personality and intelligence? First, we know from two types of studies that take advantage of our understanding of biological parentage, twin studies and adoption studies, sometimes collectively referred to as kinship studies.

As you’re likely aware, there are two types of twins, colloquially referred to as fraternal and identical. Fraternal twins are born when two sperm fertilize two eggs, and they are no more genetically similar than any other pair of siblings. Identical twins, on the other hand, arise when a single fertilized egg forms a zygote and splits into two embryos. That’s why identical twins are technically called monozygotic. As both twins arise from the same zygote, they share the same DNA.

Obviously, monozygotic twins aren’t entirely identical. The environment and chance still shape them. It happens that two of my best friends are identical twins. They have always had significantly different builds, owing to complications in utero that left one twin undernourished at the time. And of course one twin can get a scar that the other won’t have, one can get his heart broken while his brother won’t, one will get into the college of her choice while her sister won’t, and so on. Another set of identical twins in my high school were champion runners, but one sister was just a bit better than the other, who herself was just a bit better than her sister academically. We live in a world of variation and little differences have major consequences in individual lives. But since we’re interested in population-level trends, we can limit our concern here to the genetic similarity of identical twins.

Monozygotic twins permit us to study the impact of genetic parentage on a variety of traits, but there’s an obvious confound: twins are usually reared together, in the same homes, by the same parent or parents. This wouldn’t be much of an issue with traits that are merely genetic, like eye color or certain hereditary medical conditions. I doubt anyone thinks that parenting can turn a blue-eyed child’s eyes green. But for cognitive traits like intelligence, it would seem that there’s much more opportunity for parental influence. In order to study purely genetic effects, we’d have to study twins reared by different people and in different homes, and that’s precisely what researchers do.

Obviously, there aren’t huge numbers of such people, making collecting this data a work- and resource-intensive venture. Once data is collected, though, we’re left with an intriguing possibility: if identical twins raised apart are exactly like each other on a given cognitive trait, it would imply that the trait is purely genetic; if identical twins raised apart are entirely unalike each other on a given cognitive trait, it would imply that the trait is purely environmental. And any values in between could be used to assess what proportion of the (population-level!) trait is genetic or environmental.

As I’ve said, there simply aren’t a ton of known identical twins reared entirely apart and willing to be studied by researchers out there. For this reason, many studies have drawn from the same data sets, such as the Minnesota Twin Registry, which seeks to gather data from all of the twins born in that state over the course of several decades. The drawback with so many researchers drawing from a limited pool of data is that any problems with that data would be replicated across different studies. Another approach for data collection was needed to further validate the twin studies, and that took the form of adoption studies.

Adoption studies take advantage of adoption’s tendency to bring the genetically dissimilar into a common environment. Adopted siblings share very similar environments, the home, but are no more genetically similar than two strangers. Therefore, looking at the similarities between adopted children and their siblings helps us to ascertain the degree of genetic influence on a trait. If the trait is highly correlated between adopted siblings, the trait could be reasonably assumed to be largely environmental; if the trait is not, it suggests more genetic influence. Similar inferences can be drawn from adopted children and parents. If the relationship between a parent’s trait and an adopted child’s trait is similar to that between a biological parent and child, it suggests more environmental influence.

You can think of a continuum of familial relations and genetic similarity that we can then use to study associations with given traits. Identical twins share all of their DNA. Non-monozygotic siblings share less than that but more than cousins. Cousins share less than siblings but more than adopted siblings, who share no genetic lineage.

It’s here that we have to pull this term “environmental” apart. As should be obvious, an awful lot is being contained by that word. Growing up in a home filled with books could be called an environmental variable, and so could breaking your leg at seven years old, and so could being exposed to lead paint, and so could being forced to take violin lessons. We can never fully enumerate all of the variability that’s contained in the environment. What we can do, though, and what researchers have done for decades, is to divide the environment into two broad categories: shared and unshared environments. These terms emerged most directly from twin studies and can be most easily understood in that context: the shared environment is what the child of biological parents shares with an adopted sibling. This is the home, parenting, typically the school, et cetera. Shared environment reflects those things that we most directly associate with child rearing. The rest of the non-genetic variation—the individual events that shape our lives, the random moments, the people who work with one child but not the other, the peer groups and networks—is called the unshared environment. It’s the portion of the variation in a given trait that is not consistent between siblings, and the kitchen sink into which much of the random stuff of life is thrown.



The Three Laws of Behavioral Genetics

So what do kinship studies tell us about the relationship between genetic heritage and cognitive traits? That genetics plays a significant role in human behavioral traits. Identical twins are closely aligned in behavioral and cognitive metrics even when raised in profoundly dissimilar environments; adopted children resemble their biological parents more than their adopted parents in behavioral traits; and the more closely family members are connected in the family tree, the more likely they are to share behavioral traits. As a general rule of thumb, meta-analyses of kinship studies suggest heritability of around .4 or .5 for most behavioral traits, with the home environment and parenting playing a much smaller role.1 That is to say, when we observe a population of people using a metric like IQ, we find that we can explain about half of the variability in that metric to heritability, to shared genetic lineage.

I will let an expert define the general tenor of the research from the last several decades. I turn to the behavioral geneticist Eric Turkheimer, who in 2000 defined the Three Laws of Behavioral Genetics. They are as follows:


	All human behavioral traits are heritable.

	The effect of being raised in the same family is smaller than the effect of genes.

	A substantial portion of the variation in complex human behavioral traits is not accounted for by the effects of genes or families.2



Calling these statements laws might strike some as overstepping, but Turkheimer saw them as essentially inarguable at the time, and was justified in doing so. But what exactly do the laws mean?

The first law tells us that all “behavioral traits” are heritable. Take a moment to absorb the radicalism of that statement: behavioral traits are those aspects of the human condition related to our purposeful actions. The fact that we breathe, while genetic, is not heritable. But the fact that I might prefer vanilla to chocolate, my tendency to be studious or lazy, my introversion or extroversion, and, yes, my intelligence—according to Turkheimer and his laws, and more importantly the hundreds of studies that led to them—are all heritable. Note, though, that the First Law states only that such behavioral traits are heritable. It does not specify the degree of heritability, only that any measurable behavioral aspect of human life is, to one degree or another, heritable.

The second law establishes the relative weighting of that heritability. In a given measurable behavioral trait, the family effects—the shared environment, as described above—are less important than the impact of genetic parentage. This, too, has radical consequences that might not be immediately apparent. It means that all of the many things parents do to shape the personality and behavior of their children are likely an inefficient use of time and energy. That’s not to say that these parenting choices don’t matter—later I’ll discuss when and how they matter—but it does mean that, when it comes to certain quantitative outcomes in behavioral traits, children are shaped predominantly by nature, not nurture.

In fact, in the research literature the portion of variation attributable to the shared environment is, for most traits, very close to zero. Parenting, the family, and home life simply don’t seem to matter much on a number of definable behavioral traits, including intelligence. This is a controversial observation, but one that has been buttressed by a large amount of evidence, both before Turkheimer coined his Three Laws and since. Judith Harris’s pioneering, fire-starting book The Nurture Assumption was the first real public salvo in this battle, though intelligence researchers had discussed the idea in their scholarly work for years.3 The notion that, for determining quantitative indicators of behavioral traits, parenting and family environment matter very little is still controversial 20 years after the book’s publication. But study after study has found the same thing: that the genetic influence on traits like intelligence dwarfs the influence of the family, and that the shared environment in fact contributes close to zero to observed variation in behavioral traits. Even the studies that show the most influence from the environment on quantitative indicators of personality traits tend to place that influence around 15 percent at most.4

The third law is Turkheimer’s nod to the unshared environment. It represents what former defense secretary Donald Rumsfeld would refer to as “known unknowns.” There is a significant portion of the variation in any given behavioral trait that we simply can’t consistently parse, a variation in environment and events that likely swings wildly from one person to another, even within families. These could include things like peer interactions, personal interactions with teachers, non-genetic medical conditions, the choices of the individual, and the steady progression of random chance.



A Real Relationship, but Not a Simple One

As I have noted, the fact that behavioral traits like intelligence are heritable does not mean that there are simplistic relationships between our genetic heritage and our traits. These connections are often immensely complex, and they may change over time or in response to changing environmental conditions.

Take, for example, the Wilson effect. Named for Ronald Wilson, the researcher who did the most to pioneer investigation of the phenomenon, the Wilson effect refers to the fact that the heritability of IQ increases over the length of a child’s life until it reaches its peak, as high as .80 perhaps, in the late teens or early twenties.5 That is, at the population level, researchers find with remarkable consistency that the correlation between a child’s IQ and a parent’s IQ increases as the child gets older. Among other things, this should remind us that relationships that are genetic are not necessarily fixed. (It should also provide us with some food for thought when we consider why early childhood academic interventions often fail to inspire long-term improvements.)

Why would this dynamic occur? Think of it as a matter of increasing autonomy and independence. Early in life, a child’s day-to-day existence is almost entirely controlled by their parents. A two-year-old spends more time in a mother’s care than a four-year-old, a four-year-old more than an eight-year-old, and so on. The environment in which the child lives is dictated almost entirely by parents or other caregivers. Young kids might spend only a half day or less at school. As children age, they become more independent. They bring more things into their own environment—they are more able to choose their own books, their own movies, and, importantly, their own friends. And so the impact of the home environment shrinks and the role of genetics increases.

Think of the deep inequalities that we decry among families, the way that some families have wealth, a stable living situation, two parents (and potentially a nanny), and educational toys and games, while others suffer poverty, have unstable living situations, perhaps a single parent, and no access to enriching books and toys. This disparity has the most impact earliest in life where parents dictate the environment the most. As children grow, they spend less and less time at home and dictate their own environments more and more. A naturally gifted child in poverty can, when he gets a little older, walk to the library to read and learn; a wealthy but untalented child might instead choose to forego the books and educational toys his parents pressed on him in his youth and play video games instead. By adulthood many aspects of the cognitive environment are entirely chosen by the individual. In this way the environment comes to match the genetic potential; we gravitate toward mental environments consistent with our underlying predispositions.

Another interesting dynamic lies in the Flynn effect. Named for the pioneering intelligence researcher James Flynn, the Flynn effect refers to the striking growth in IQ across essentially every tested cohort in the twentieth century. A recent meta-analysis found that IQs grew at a rate of about 3 points per decade since at least the 1930s, both a statistically and practically significant figure.6 Both the causes and the consequences of the Flynn effect have been hotly debated for decades. Many believe that the increase stems from more cognitively demanding environments—that as we progress through modernity, the challenges and stimulation our brains experience cause us to become more intellectually nimble. This demonstrates the degree to which environment can attenuate genetic predispositions. It does not, however, offer a solution for achieving a more equitable playing field; precisely because the Flynn effect is so widespread, it helps everyone, including those already with high IQs, and their advantage is maintained. Flynn for his part does not question the overall findings of the kinship studies.



Not If Parenting Matters, But How It Matters

While biological parentage plays an outsize role in a child’s outcomes, the portion of influence left for parenting style, family dynamics, and home effects is often quite small. The notion that parents can control very little of the behavioral traits in their children—that parenting doesn’t have much to do with personality—is consistently one of the most controversial elements of modern behavioral genetics.

In an interview with The Guardian, Steven Pinker explained the continuing importance of parenting succinctly:


The first reaction of everyone to such evidence was, [Pinker] says, remarkable. “So you are saying it doesn’t matter how I treat my children?” “Of course, it matters. Because parents have an enormous influence on the child’s happiness and wellbeing. They may not turn them into one kind of person, but they can make their children very miserable …”

Think of it this way, [Pinker] says: you are not surprised to learn that you cannot change the personality of your spouse. “But you wouldn’t respond by saying that it doesn’t matter how I treat my spouse?” “Of course it matters how you treat your spouse. How you treat your spouse affects the quality of your relationship … If you are not nice to your children, they will remember that when they grow up. So there are lots of reasons that parents should be loving.”7



With this comparison, Pinker aptly questions the weird presumption behind many reactions to the irrelevance of the shared environment: Why should one’s behavior only matter if it can be proven to change someone else’s personality? We should strive to treat children well not because we think that they are a canvas onto which we can paint a personality, but because treating children well is a moral good in and of itself. Stable, healthy, and nurturing homes for children are an end, not a means. In general, this will be one of the most important lessons to be drawn from the modern study of heritability: rather than attempting to constantly change quantitative metrics that prove stubbornly resistant to that change, we should broaden our conception of what success means to include the humanistic values of care and compassion.



Critics and Skeptics

Kinship studies are not without their critics. To begin with, for these studies to work as intended, it’s imperative that twins reared apart are truly reared apart. If the twins are raised partially together, it would jeopardize the inferences made based on the data set. How could it be that children are raised partially together? In the real world, familial relationships are not always as clear and uncomplicated as they may appear to be. Family members frequently come together and apart in real-world situations, and adoption can be a tangled process. (I myself am the product of a complex, largely unhappy joining and dividing of families.) The Minnesota Twin Registry’s data set has been criticized on these grounds. The psychologist Jay Joseph, a dogged critic of twin studies, has argued that the data set is flawed because many of the included twins were in fact separated only after years of cohabitation, confounding analysis.8

Another common criticism is that, while twins may at times be reared entirely separately, they necessarily share a common prenatal environment, which we know has an impact on certain life outcomes. “[T]win studies fail to separate the effects of genes and the prenatal environment,” writes the psychology professor Jefferson M. Fish. “This failure casts doubt on claims of the relative effects of genes and environment on intelligence.”9 A rather dyspeptic Slate essay from 2001 assailed the entire enterprise of twin studies, calling them “crude, potentially misleading, and based on an antiquated view of genetics.”10 Brian Palmer argues in that piece that a dynamic in genetics known as copy-number variation results in systematic differences between monozygotic twins. Unfortunately for Palmer, he made a number of obvious errors and was forcefully rebutted in an open letter signed by a half-dozen eminent researchers in the relevant fields.11 Most importantly, if copy-number variation reduces the genetic similarity between identical twins, it suggests that genetic similarity is even more powerful, given the remarkable phenotypic similarity between such twins.

Though committed hereditarians can be rather strident, especially online, established researchers arguing for the power of genetic influence tend to be quite forthcoming about legitimate methodological issues. In the same article in which he coined the Three Laws, Turkheimer expresses the basic challenge succinctly:


Human developmental social science is difficult—equally so for the genetically and environmentally inclined—because of the (methodologically vexing, humanistically pleasing) confluence of two conditions: (a) Behavior emerges out of complex, nonlinear developmental processes, and (b) ethical considerations prevent us from bringing most human developmental processes under effective experimental control.



These dynamics, in part, account for the objections of the critics and the gloominess of those who would wish to assign all of human behavior to one variable or another. Even the loudest champions of kinship studies are forced by evidence to admit that much of our behavioral lives remains unexplained. I am, as I have said, among those who have drawn humanistic pleasure from this fundamental unknowability, the portions of variance that are and will remain unexplainable. But while the critics and skeptics are performing a valuable service, the remarkable consistency and statistical power of hundreds of twin and adoption studies represent a durable evidentiary basis, particularly in the context of the social sciences, where few results ever withstand replication. And now, thanks to modern genomics, we have even more evidence.



The Rise of the GWAS

Twin and adoption studies are, in a sense, looking at the shadow that genes cast rather than at the genes themselves. Their reliance on estimates from parentage limits just how certain we can be about the proportions of genetic parentage and shared and unshared environments in a given trait. But we are now reaching an era where direct analysis of DNA itself is much more feasible, and the consequences are potentially huge.

Not long ago, sequencing an individual’s genome was a laborious and immensely expensive process. Today, for-profit companies offer personal genome sequencing for less than $100, providing customers with information about their genetic ancestry and potentially their risks of certain diseases. There are issues with personal gene sequencing of this type, and plenty of skeptics of their findings. But their mere existence tells us something about how ubiquitous and cheap DNA analysis has become.

For our purposes, what’s really relevant is the rise of the Genome-Wide Association Study, or GWAS. As the name implies, a GWAS looks across a subject’s DNA for specific variations and associates that genome with a given attribute of the tested person. That genetic similarity is usually measured in terms of single nucleotide polymorphisms, or SNPs—pronounced “snips,” pleasantly—for short. If you remember your high school biology, the alleles you discussed—the different forms of a given gene—are in fact determined by SNPs.

What this all means is that we can look for genetic similarity not only within a given family, which limits sample sizes and makes data collection harder, but between two strangers. If those who share more genetic similarity in terms of SNPs are also closer to each other in a given variable of interest, it lends evidence to the idea that the trait is significantly heritable. And that is exactly what we find with IQ: those who are closer genetically tend to be closer in intelligence. This provides important validating evidence for the heritability of intelligence, helping to address some of the concerns with twin and adoption studies mentioned above. For years, skeptics have argued that the inability to directly compare differences in the genetic code to differences in studied attributes undermined our confidence in kinship study results. And I think this criticism was warranted and a good example of the interplay that makes science work.

Today, the results from just the kind of study skeptics have asked for have come back, and they seem clear. A major study utilizing a data set of thousands of test subjects revealed 52 variations in genotype that were associated with differences in intelligence.12 The actual effect sizes of the identified variations are tiny, accounting for fractions of IQ points. This lends further evidence to the notion that intelligence is a polygenic trait, with probably thousands upon thousands of variations contributing to observed differences in phenotype, and makes it even less likely that we will have a genetic test for (a predisposition toward) intelligence anytime soon. But the mere existence of statistically significant relationships between genotype and intelligence lends powerful validating evidence to kinship studies.

In light of this study and others like it, Turkheimer, Kathryn Paige Harden, and Richard E. Nisbett argued in an essay for Vox that “the heritability of intelligence is no longer scientifically contentious.”13 The consequences of the relationship between biological parentage and intelligence are worth arguing about. The policy prescriptions that we might make are debatable. But debating whether intelligence and similar cognitive traits are at all heritable is no longer a worthwhile proposition.



Neither Everything Nor Nothing

The impact of genetic ancestry on human behavioral traits seems indisputable. But that does not mean that only genetics matter. As we’ve seen, there is a substantial portion of our quantitative behavioral indicators like IQ that is determined by the flux of life, the innumerable events, encounters, associations, and experiences that shape us all. These things may not combine to turn someone with an average IQ into someone with an extraordinary one. But they may very well make them an extraordinary human.

In a scathing review of The Blank Slate, the cultural critic Louis Menand wrote the following:


When Pinker and [Judith Rich] Harris say that parents do not affect their children’s personalities, therefore, they mean that parents cannot make a fretful child into a serene adult. It’s irrelevant to them that parents can make their children into opera buffs, water-skiers, food connoisseurs, bilingual speakers, painters, trumpet players, and churchgoers—that parents have the power to introduce their children to the whole supra-biological realm—for the fundamental reason that science cannot comprehend what it cannot measure …

The mind can work only with what it knows, and one of the things it knows is parents, who often become major players in the psychic drama of anxiety maintenance. The mere fact of having “the gene for anxiety” determines nothing, which is why some anxious people become opera buffs, some become water-skiers, and some just sit and stare out the window, brooding on the fact that their parents did not read them enough bedtime stories.14



What I would like to suggest is that both Pinker and Menand are correct. Our genes certainly do influence our personalities, and also our personalities are far too complex to be fully explainable by any reductive models. I don’t doubt that broad personality traits are passed on through biological parentage, or that parents have less ability to shape the character of their children than is commonly thought. But I also don’t doubt that the details that make up the actual contours of a human being, the subtle and diffuse traits that make us unique, are shaped in ways we can’t begin to understand. It’s not that behavioral traits aren’t heritable. It’s that what’s heritable underdescribes us as individuals, is unable to say anything of value about the small differences that make us who we are.

The all genes vs. all environment binarism of this debate is to blame for a great deal of misunderstanding. This book project arose, largely, out of frustration—frustration with how these issues are debated in the public sphere, and in particular how attitudes tend to fall into two broad camps, neither of which is correct. On the one hand, you have the ardent hereditarians who reduce all of human life to the outcome of genes, and who are often incorrigibly racist. On the other hand, you have well-meaning but misguided people who dismiss the importance of genetics out of hand, who associate any discussion of the heritability of behavioral traits with the worst elements of eugenics and colonialism, and who make grandiose claims about a scientific literature they have never read. This leaves us unable to argue honestly and persuasively when we need to most.

And, I believe, we need to argue and argue well now—because of the rising tide of pseudoscientific racism.



An Ugly Legacy, an Uncertain Future

One of the most profound changes to the American political conversation in the past several years, and one of the most troubling, has been the rise of the “alt-right.” The alt-right is an internet-enabled niche of the broader conservative movement, defined by the angry young men that make up its membership. Abandoning the pretense of gentility often found in older schools of conservatism, uninterested in religion or traditional community, the denizens of the alt-right have flooded social media to express an aggressive, irony-drenched worldview, culminating in their vocal support for the candidacy of Donald Trump. The alt-right dismisses establishment conservatism as corrupt and toothless and advances a vision of the world where a shrinking number of proud white gentiles must battle against immigrants, people of color, the far left, and Jews. Though likely small in number, the alt-right’s savvy use of digital media has made them a force in contemporary politics.

Part and parcel of the alt-right worldview is race “science.” The memes that the alt-right uses to spread their propaganda often take as their subject the supposed genetic inferiority of people of black, Hispanic, and Middle Eastern descent. Breitbart, which functions as something like the community journal of the alt-right, has repeatedly peddled articles that traffic in pseudoscientific racism. The alt-right celebrity podcaster Stefan Molyneux sympathetically interviewed Linda Gottfredson, a professor emeritus at the University of Delaware and one of the loudest academic voices claiming that black people are genetically predisposed to lower intelligence.15 And of course the legacy of pseudoscientific racism stretches back much further and includes the eugenics movement of a century ago and modern attempts to rehabilitate that way of thinking.

It’s understandable, then, that many progressive people have decided to wash their hands of the topic of genetics and intelligence altogether. Understandable, but disturbing.

Disturbing because by avoiding these subjects, good people have essentially ceded the conversation to bad. As the 2016 election wore on, and the alt-right seemed to capture more and more of the attention, I was more and more likely to find progressives rejecting not just the alt-right’s racism but the very idea of a genetic connection to intelligence at all. Some equated behavioral genetics with phrenology, the sham practice of reading someone’s personality through examining the bumps on their head. And many more who did not actively dismiss a connection between genes and intelligence simply remained silent on the topic, perhaps out of a misguided belief that any type of engagement would represent a kind of endorsement.

I believe that we can engage in the fight against bigotry in all forms while acknowledging the overwhelming evidence that intelligence, like all cognitive traits, is significantly influenced by genetic parentage. In fact, we need to do so; we must be willing to actively engage with the science in order to discredit the pseudoscience. We need to look at the state of current research in behavioral genetics in order to be informed as we make our political appeals. And we need to separate a belief in claims about individual genetic difference from claims about group genetic differences. Through grappling with the data, we can craft better arguments against those who would misuse it to advance their racist and sexist agendas. Or we can ignore the data, dismiss the subject entirely, cede the field to the worst people imaginable, and suffer the consequences.

Turkheimer, Harden, and Nisbett make the case eloquently:


The left has another lesson to learn as well. If people with progressive political values, who reject claims of genetic determinism and pseudoscientific racialist speculation, abdicate their responsibility to engage with the science of human abilities and the genetics of human behavior, the field will come to be dominated by those who do not share those values. Liberals need not deny that intelligence is a real thing or that IQ tests measure something real about intelligence, that individuals and groups differ in measured IQ, or that individual differences are heritable in complex ways.16



It’s for this reason, ultimately, that I write this book. Every time a progressive person says, with the best of intentions, that children are blank slates onto which parents and the environment paint a personality, they are disarming themselves in a fight that has very high stakes indeed. And they are unknowingly contributing to a destructive series of misunderstandings that have profound negative consequences not only for our schools but our entire system for determining who will thrive and who will struggle. But if we are willing to think clearly and follow the facts where they lead, a better world is possible—most of all for those at the bottom of the performance spectrum.









SEVEN

Before the Veil of Ignorance


To build a vision for a better future, it’s necessary to unpack a lot of our current philosophical baggage. Because beneath the placid surface of liberal capitalism lie inherent contradictions that threaten to break the entire thing apart.

The liberal ideal of equality of opportunity has become a commonplace, an assumed part of contemporary intellectual and political life, albeit one always subject to basic questions about what exactly society owes to every citizen in terms of their ability to secure the good life. Few ideas have had as much resonance in that debate as the concept of the veil of ignorance.

The idea, developed by the eminent liberal philosopher John Rawls, asks us to imagine that we are ignorant of all of our individual demographics and attributes—that we might consider the world from a vantage point lacking basic information about ourselves and our place within it. How might we reconsider our views on how society should function, Rawls asks, if we had no idea about the characteristics that assign us our place in that society? From that position, Rawls reasoned, most of us would choose a world of greater equality, with a lower “floor” of living conditions—that is, a world where society placed a higher premium on securing the needs of the worst off—rather than one with a higher “ceiling” of material success, where policy was bent on expanding the fruits of being one of the best off. In the latter case, if such a society had anything like the same distribution of wealthy to poor as we do now, the odds would be much higher that you would end up in the lower classes than in the financial elite. Some people might well want to gamble on being one of the select if the alternative was abject misery. But the average person would probably want to play safer percentages.

It’s easy to see the appeal of the veil of ignorance concept for progressives. By putting us in a state of identity-lessness, we can better recognize the evils of racism, sexism, and homophobia. No one would countenance a Jim Crow society if they didn’t know whether they would be black; no one would defend the conditions that led to the gender wage gap if there was a 50/50 chance they’d be born a woman. But Rawls goes further than that. He asks not only that we imagine that we are ignorant of the various demographic categories to which we belong, but of our own strengths and weaknesses, our “natural assets and abilities, [our] intelligence and strength, and the like.”1 Contrary to the conventional American belief in the self-made man, that hoary old tale that has done so much to power modern conservatism, Rawls’s theory suggests that there is something immutable about our “natural assets,” that they are not fully within our control.

The implications of this are radical, and this radicalism goes far beyond a mental exercise. Taken seriously, the notion of differing natural assets as an impediment to achieving social equality would militate against our basic concepts of just deserts. But as influential as Rawls and his veil of ignorance have been, the idea that inherent talent can be an impediment along with racism, sexism, and the depravations of social class never really took. The American left-of-center continued to harbor a general belief in the blank slate, speaking casually of how anyone can rise to any level of academic performance if we only clear out the many and deep impediments to social equality.

As detailed in Carl Degler’s In Search of Human Nature: The Decline and Revival of Darwinism in American Social Thought, the second half of the twentieth century saw in many of the social sciences a long rejection of the influence of genetics on human outcomes, even as in other domains the kinship studies steadily accumulated evidence of its power. Degler quotes the influential anthropologist Loren Eiseley, summing up the spirit of the times, “The inborn characteristics laid upon him by the biological extremists have crumbled away.”2 Not only was the influence of inborn characteristics crumbling away, it seems, to believe in them was itself a form of extremism.


Formal or Substantive Equality of Opportunity

As I’ve suggested, in broad strokes the conventional American progressive and conservative perspectives on equality of opportunity don’t seem that different from each other. Both tend to endorse a vision of the world where each individual should be free to make their own way, securing their material and social needs free from undue constraints. And each is at least ostensibly opposed to the constraints of traditional prejudices, such as racism and sexism, that could restrict this freedom to achieve. Conservative and liberal mythology alike celebrates the individual who escapes a deprived upbringing to rise above his or her station.

But obviously, progressives and conservatives disagree vociferously on issues related to equality of opportunity, concerning both what equality means and what opportunity means. The conservative economists Milton and Rose Friedman, shining intellectual stars of American conservatism, defined equality of opportunity this way: “Not birth, nationality, color, religion, sex, nor any other irrelevant characteristic should determine the opportunities that are open to a person—only his abilities.”3 The divergence with Rawls is obvious. To the Friedmans, talent is precisely that which should define what someone is owed by their society; for Rawls, talent is only one in a long list of factors that cannot be controlled by the individual. But the divide between them is much deeper.

Where the Friedmans (and by extension the conservative movement generally) broke with liberals lay in what exactly constitutes undue or unfair constraints. Here the debate functions as an extension of the old divide over positive and negative liberties. For Friedman acolytes, equality of opportunity is a freedom from; it defines only what cannot be done, by individuals or the state, to restrict the freedom of others as they seek the good life. The government forcing you to attend a college you find below your standards, or your neighbor stealing your schoolbooks, would violate your right to equal opportunity. But having your grades suffer because you’re hungry and can’t feed yourself would not. And, to go further, the government taking your money in the form of taxes degrades your equality of opportunity because it limits your ability to dictate your own material conditions, but the monetary disadvantages of being born poor do not.

For liberals, the freedom to pursue one’s own best interest in our economic and social systems is a freedom to, a set of possibilities that should be available to everyone in their real, lived existence. An ostensible equality of opportunity that does not actually provide different people with substantially the same ability to succeed is no equality at all. Far from being an impediment to equality, as in the conservative vision, government can be an indispensable tool for providing people from diverse backgrounds with a similar chance at the good life. Public schooling itself can be seen as a commitment to equal opportunity, as can programs like paid family leave and food stamps, which help to give disadvantaged children a better chance at success.

The divide, in other words, is one of formative and substantive equality of opportunity, with the conservatives advocating the former and the progressives advocating the latter. The conservative position insists only that the selection processes through which humans are judged and ranked be open and fair according to the rules of the judging system itself. The requirements for formal equality of opportunity are satisfied if any applicant can fairly be said to be judged on their abilities as they are manifested within the competition. That means that, among other things, there is no violation of formal equality if one applicant performs poorly because she was unable to receive expensive training in the skill being measured. In fitting with its conservative leanings, formal equality of opportunity often points against systems of licensure and regulation that require certain certifications before one can legally perform a given service, for example, requiring a license to practice law.

Substantive equality goes much further in what it requires for true equality of opportunity to exist. Recognizing that a nominal right to equal opportunity does little for an individual if practical constraints prevent them from taking advantage of it, the left has frequently called for a more activist, robust definition of what true equal opportunity requires. The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy presents a hypothetical example:


The problem with formal equality of opportunity is that it is merely formal. Imagine a society ruled by a hereditary warrior class … Reformers bring about a change. From now on, membership in the warrior class will not be drawn exclusively from the wealthy stratum of the society. Warriors will instead be selected on the basis of a competitive examination in military prowess administered to any young adult member of society who seeks admission into this elite class. However, it turns out that only scions of the wealthy stratum pass the exam and become warriors. Everyone in society except the wealthy is poorly nourished, and being well nourished is a prerequisite for developing the military skills needed to succeed on the competitive examination. In this setting, advocates for the nonwealthy strata of society might object that none but members of the traditional wealthy elite have a chance to satisfy the eligibility requirements for admission to the warrior class.4



The question is thus not whether everyone who applies to be a member of the warrior class is judged according to the same criteria, but whether different applicants have in fact an equal practical ability to gain membership.

We don’t spend a great deal of time on how to build better warriors, these days, and I’m not aware of a great deal of concern about whether our military is a fair meritocracy. But we spend an enormous amount of time on how to build better students, so that they may in turn become busy little members of the professional managerial class. There have been some victories in increasing equality of opportunity that both sides of this debate would likely embrace; for example, the end of formal racial school segregation with Brown v. Board of Education. (Segregation still very much exists, it just isn’t codified into formal policy.) Efforts to create more substantive equality, such as the federal free lunch program, remain battlegrounds.

But because getting through school and ascending the ranks of American meritocracy have become so indispensable, and because policy levers to directly improve the financial condition of those left behind have proven politically impossible to implement, the burden falls ultimately onto our teachers and schools. Reformers invoke equality of opportunity at every turn, accusing teachers of failing in a sacred duty to be the guarantors of that basic goal of modern democratic society. Whether teachers actually can serve as such guarantors, of course, need never be proven.

So should we pursue formal or substantive equality of opportunity? It should not be a surprise that, given the choice, I come down strongly on the side of substantive equality. The right to do something is meaningless absent the ability to invoke that right. But that’s not the question that should preoccupy us when it comes to equality of opportunity. The question that should present itself to us, about formal and substantive equality of opportunity, is this: if we are born unequal, as behavioral genetics tells us we are, and if there is a large portion of outcomes that is controlled by pure chance … what’s the difference?



Moral Luck

Central to any discussion of the role of genetics in human achievement should be the concept of moral luck. In the late twentieth century, the philosophers Thomas Nagel and Bernard Williams explored a particularly thorny problem: how to reconcile our moral intuitions about responsibility and blame with the reality that much of our lives lies outside of our own control.

As Nagel writes, “It is intuitively plausible that people cannot be morally assessed for what is not their fault, or for what is due to factors beyond their control.”5 Morality is about choice, decision, judgment; while it may be unfortunate that I accidentally rear-end your car, we would not typically think of my doing so as an indicator of moral failure. There are extenuating circumstances, of course. If I was drunk when I rear-ended you, or if I did so as a result of speeding, we would be comfortable calling that a moral failure. But in both of those cases, the outcome would have been the product of choices I made—the choice I made to get drunk and drive, the choice to violate the speed limit. If I was doing my faithful best to pilot my car responsibly and through no choice of my own came to rear-end you, few would call my actions immoral. Similarly, we do not blame people if their houses are damaged in an earthquake or similar natural disaster, and in fact provide public relief funds for those who suffer that way—but we have less sympathy for those who chose to build their houses on a fault line.

As Nagel says, this relationship between chance and morality seems intuitively satisfying. But, as he and Williams point out, we in fact allow moral judgments to be influenced by luck all the time. I said above that, if I drive recklessly and rear-end someone, I can be considered morally responsible because I controlled how I drove. But, Nagel asks, what about all the people who drive recklessly and don’t hit anyone? If someone drives recklessly and makes it safely to their destination, there seems to be no moral judgment to make. But the reckless driver who doesn’t hit someone may have behaved identically to someone who does. Judging only the latter to be immoral seems unfair. But how do we know to bring moral judgment to bear against things that don’t happen?

More provocatively (and to my mind less convincingly), Nagel poses the example of someone who would have become a concentration camp guard had they been born in Nazi-era Germany, but would have lived a life of peace and justice had they been born in Argentina. The point, while extreme, underlines the profound role chance plays in our ability to make moral choices. Life constantly undermines our attempts to sort responsibility from circumstance. As Williams writes, “The aim of making morality immune to luck is bound to be disappointed.”6 Nagel ultimately concludes that, if we were truly to decline to make moral judgments about those outcomes that are influenced by luck, we would be unable to make moral judgments at all; human agency is so deeply entwined with circumstances outside of our control that any decision can ultimately be viewed as the problem of chance and circumstance. As he writes, “If Hitler had not overrun Europe and exterminated millions, but instead had died of a heart attack after occupying the Sudetenland, Chamberlain’s action at Munich would still have utterly betrayed the Czechs, but it would not be the great moral disaster that has made his name a household word.”7

The connection to equality of opportunity seems clear. Rather than thinking of moral luck in terms of how an individual’s choices are influenced by factors outside of their control, we can think of it in terms of how our society doles out reward (financial, social, and other) on the basis of factors outside of the individual’s control. How can we morally defend a condition in which two people achieve profoundly different outcomes—outcomes that amount to basic issues of material conditions and human flourishing—thanks largely to circumstances beyond their control? Such a condition was accepted as a fact of life in eras of explicit aristocracy and dynastic nobility, but in the modern era we are supposedly above such things.

Such a question is particularly pregnant with meaning when it comes to strengths and weaknesses, our abilities and skills and faculties. This is what Nagel calls constitutive moral luck. Constitutive moral luck concerns all of the myriad factors that make us who we are, our environments, our parents, the influence of random events on our lives, and, of course, our genes. When we blame criminal behavior on someone’s upbringing, such as the fact that they came from a broken home, we are invoking moral luck and perhaps are correct to do so. But you will note we lock up criminals all the same.

Nagel and Williams largely saw the question of moral luck as a profound conflict, a deep divide between our moral reasoning (which suggests that we should only judge people on what they can control) and our commonplace moral judgments (which are typically made without paying much attention to how much control the individual enjoys). And I agree that, in many arenas, we cannot allow ourselves to be paralyzed by the role of chance when we make moral judgments. After all, as Nagel and Williams suggest, once we start down the road of finding the root causes of immoral behavior, we will never stop; all human outcomes are subject to influences beyond our control. Yet we can’t give up the judgments that do so much to dictate appropriate social behavior. Without judgment there is no hope for a functional society.

I think that, in the realm of meritocracy, the calculus is different. I do think that we need to be willing to judge criminal behavior and have that behavior punished, although I certainly believe that some types of extenuating circumstances should play a role in sentencing. And I absolutely believe that we should feel free to exercise moral judgment in areas of corporate malfeasance and other bad behavior that is motivated by greed, just as we will inevitably judge the behavior of those individuals in our personal lives. But in the great sorting system of our society, in the progression through school and the rewards and opportunities that are afforded there, I believe that we should fully recognize the vagaries of chance. With our contemporary understanding of how profoundly our genetic heritage shapes our outcomes, it’s past time that we tear down a system of human reward that is based on a naïve blank-slate philosophy.

Once we acknowledge that not all people have equal abilities—once we recognize the influence of both genetics and the influences of environment that have proven stubbornly resistant to policy intervention—any sense that our system derives its legitimacy from the consent of those within it falls away. After all, who would endorse a system of social sorting and economic reward that doles out riches and poverty based in large measure on that which we cannot control? Think again of the veil of ignorance. Who would endorse meritocracy if “merit” depends so heavily on chance?

What our system has created is a new kind of aristocracy, one hardly less dependent on accidents of birth than the old style of explicit dynastic privilege. This aristocracy of the talented is so contrary to equality and antithetical to our concept of social fairness that we should be surprised it still exists. Meritocracy simply shuffles the decks of who succeeds, compared to earlier systems of privilege, and not as much as you might believe. The game is still rigged; it just justifies itself with an empty rhetoric of freedom and fairness.

There is no a priori reason for society to privilege the interests of the talented, and no clear justification for a system of genetic aristocracy. Nor does equality of human rules lead to genuine equality of opportunity in a world where different individuals have different kinds of potential. Once we recognize that, all manner of better systems become possible.



Equality and Mobility

Complicating the discussion of equality of opportunity, many people think of social mobility as the real metric of a healthy and free economy, within the constraints of liberal capitalism. What we want to see, according to many progressives, is a world where people are free to move up (or, less commonly noted, down) in society’s hierarchies, with the poor child rising out of poverty into success, a common American trope. As with equality of opportunity, I find the yen for mobility stems from deep confusion about what precisely we want our social systems to accomplish.

Fundamentally, social mobility concerns the extent to which individuals within a society can change their relative position within that society, whether financially, socially, or in other ways. Kids born into the bottom quintile of family incomes regularly moving up to the top quintile—and more broadly, people regularly changing their decile rank in the income or wealth strata—represent a system with a good degree of social mobility. Despite the mythology of America as the land of opportunity, our social mobility is notoriously poor. For example, 26 percent of children born to parents in the bottom wealth quintile stay there as adults, while fully 56 percent of children born to parents in the highest wealth quintile remain in that quintile as adults.8 (In general, the more effectively we can predict someone’s adult income or wealth by the income or wealth of their parents during childhood, the lower the social mobility.) The economist Gregory Clark and his research team have also demonstrated that American social mobility is much lower than commonly assumed, noting it often takes many generations for families to meaningfully change their position on the wealth and income ladder.9

The question is whether we should be pursuing social mobility as a metric in the first place. To begin with, it’s worth pointing out that social mobility and equality of opportunity are related but certainly not identical. The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy lays it out bluntly: “Does a society that embraces and fulfills equality of opportunity (rightly interpreted) necessarily provide social mobility? In a word, No.”10 No, because if talent tracks with income or wealth (according to the definition of value in a given society, always a subjective concern), then increasing the rewards of talent only solidifies the position of the already rewarded. Once you’ve matched reward to talent, there’s no inherent logic to calling for more mobility, according to the dictates of formal equality of opportunity.

I don’t, of course, believe that we’re anywhere close to perfectly matching talent to rewards. Not in a society with so much sexism, racism, and classism. The point is that in a society of perfectly achieved formal equality of opportunity, there is no mobility. The closer we get to realizing equal opportunity, defined by matching talent to reward, the further we get from a society with meaningful movement within ranks. This is what I mean when I talk about an aristocracy of the talented.

This is a problem for those who value both equality of opportunity and mobility. Personally, I confess that I have never understood the attraction to social mobility that is common to progressives. Mobility, after all, says nothing about the underlying overall conditions of people within the system, only their movement within it. From that standpoint the question is zero sum. What is the moral utility of increased social mobility (more people rising up and sliding down in the socioeconomic sorting system) from a progressive perspective? For conservatives, at least, there’s a hope that a high level of social mobility provides incentives for each person to maximize their talents and, in doing so, both reap pecuniary rewards and provide benefits to society. This makes sense if you presume, as many conservatives do, that people excel only in the pursuit of self-interest.

The appeal for the left is much harder to sort out. Why should we want more movement, as opposed to a higher floor for material conditions—and, with it, a necessarily lower ceiling, as we take from the top to fund the social programs that establish that floor? Individual people (particularly those who think of themselves as talented) might surely prefer higher social mobility because they want to ascend up the ladder of reward. But why would society favor the interests of the person who moves up to a new perch in the 1 percent over the interests of the person who was born there? Why should we celebrate the downward mobility into hardship and poverty for some that is necessary for upward mobility into middle-class security for others?

As a leftist, I understand the appeal of tearing down those at the top, on an emotional and symbolic level. But if we’re simply replacing them with a new set of winners lording it over the rest of us, we’re running in place.

According to the logic of liberal capitalism, downward mobility is an absolutely necessary aspect of broader equality of opportunity. Richard Reeves lays out the case with admirable frankness:


Dear upper-middle class reader …

If you really want a fairer and more socially mobile society, there is no avoiding an uncomfortable, attendant fact. More of our own kids will have to be downwardly mobile. This is not a moral claim but a simple mathematical fact.11



A conventional twenty-first-century liberal, Reeves sees this as an argument for negative mobility as well as positive. As a socialist, I see no reason to desire mobility qua mobility at all. Rather than working to develop a system of greater mobility, or of greater equality of opportunity, I believe in a far simpler, more humane, and actually more achievable goal: equality of economic and social outcomes. Often derided as a caricature of progressive opinion, a goal of equality of outcomes actually serves everyone in society, not merely those lucky enough to possess skills and abilities considered valuable by society. This is not to suggest that we will ever achieve true equality in all aspects in our society, as any variation between individuals will inevitably result in inequality. Rather the point is that equality of certain essential outcomes related to material security and political representation is a realizable and noble goal. I will go into depth about my actual policy recommendations in a later chapter.



Not Whether We Are Equal, But How We Are Equal

From a moral point of view, the modern science of genetics essentially makes the veil of ignorance real: the “veil” is our lack of consciousness before our birth. None of us can choose who our biological parents are, and (to date) no one can tell in early infancy how our differing genetic endowments will play out in our later lives. We can’t stand from a distant perspective and consider society before we enter it, but we can still think of ourselves as the beneficiaries, or the victims, of being born into good or bad luck. As I have tried to demonstrate in this book, our place within the modern meritocratic economic sorting machine is profoundly influenced by our genes, which we can’t control. John Rawls’s question becomes even more important in light of that fact: if you knew your genes would play an outsize role in your basic material conditions, would you really support a system in which there is a strong chance that those genes would curse you to economic and social difficulty?

Some may recoil at the possible futures in a world where we reject the notion that human beings are blank sheets of paper on which anything can be written. After all, the philosophical work that established the blank-slate assumption was written in large measure to oppose dynastic aristocracies and other forms of anti-democratic rule. Doesn’t rejecting the assumption of equal potential merely leave us back in a world of rigid hierarchies of birth?

No. This brand of thinking typically confuses several different kinds of equality, a mistake that dogs us still today. There is no conflict in calling for political and social equality while denying that everyone is equal in ability, and no reason to presume that everyone needs to be equally capable of reasoning to participate in the communal reasoning process. Today, too many liberals echo this thinking when they assume that inequality of ability must necessarily mean inequality of human value, dignity, rights, or worth. In doing so, they unintentionally make precisely the moral and analytical errors made by the old defenders of privileges of birth. Genetic advantage only implies greater inherent worth if we decide it does.

The behavioral geneticist Kathryn Paige Harden explains it succinctly:


Nearly everyone, even people who think that they are radical egalitarians who reject racism and white supremacy and eugenic ideology in all its forms, has internalized this “genes = inherent superiority” equation so completely that it’s nearly impossible to have any conversation about genetic research that’s not tainted by it. On both the right and the left, people assume that if you say, “Gene sequence differences between people statistically account for variation in abstract reasoning ability,” what you really mean is “Some people are inherently superior to other people.”12



As Harden points out, there’s no reason to follow that logic. No one would assume that one’s ability to run a race or to lift a heavy weight is synonymous with their greater human value. No one would presume that height is an accurate marker of human worth, or that we should accept a rigid caste system based on how tall we are. And few would doubt that there is a genetic element in each of those attributes. Yet when it comes to intelligence—a complex and multifaceted human attribute that includes both objective abilities of raw reasoning and a great deal of socially constructed and influenced factors—too many would-be egalitarians assume that there is a simple relationship between genetic predisposition and general human value. This is the Cult of Smart in its most distilled form.

Indeed, two thinkers who are thought of as among the most radical egalitarians recognized that we don’t need to pretend that all people are equal to pursue the greater good for all—Friedrich Engels and Karl Marx. As the YouTube essayist “Cuck Philosophy” has pointed out, both Marx and Engels independently arrived at the conclusion that equality, broadly defined, was not a coherent political goal.13 Instead, the goal of Marxists is an end to exploitation and an inversion of the distribution of power, a society where workers enjoy the fruits of their own labor and where power is decentralized among the masses.14 So even the radical socialist tradition has not required a belief in perfectly equal human talents or skills. Rather Marxism pursues a deeper kind of equality, and we should, too. What does that equality look like?

All human beings are of equal worth, as human beings. All deserve equal political rights, equal treatment under the law, and equal dignity. The reality of differing individual talents does nothing to change that. And when we presume otherwise, we instrumentalize human life and contribute to precisely the kinds of inegalitarian thinking we should leave behind. We also leave ourselves unable to fully grapple with our current social contract, which leaves the untalented further and further behind and acts as though their failure is their own fault.



Where the Left Has to Go

The rhetorical advantage the left has in light of these conditions should be obvious. The right, broadly speaking, believes in a world where the doctrine of just deserts more or less rules, where the hardworking are rewarded for their efforts and those who have fallen behind are guilty of poor character, poor decisions, and poor work ethic. The left believes that accidents of birth should not determine one’s outcomes in life, as what we cannot control cannot fairly be used to judge and sort us. This commitment stretches back as far as the rejection of formal aristocracies and has informed left-of-center ideologies from standard-issue American liberals to Marxism and the post-structuralist theories that have done so much to influence today’s progressivism.

And yet to my dismay, I suspect that it is the left that will resist the implications of modern genetic science more forcefully than the right. Discussions of genetic influences on talent and ability are anathema in many left spaces. Even when denials of group-level differences are made carefully and forcefully alongside claims of individual-level difference, many casually associate discussion of human genetics with racism and sexism. Many people seem to believe that an assessment of academic potential necessarily involves an assessment of someone’s overall human worth, despite the fact that the latter does not at all follow from the former. To many on the left, the very topic of human genetics seems best avoided, consigned to the category of unspeakable things.

Yet we disarm ourselves if we do so. If we cannot name and freely discuss the single greatest impediment to equality of outcomes, we cannot advocate for our positions and advance our cause. In the simplest sense: it is the left that seeks to recognize the role of chance in life and to build structures that minimize the impact of that chance. I am only taking our own logic to its rational ends.

Equality of opportunity, in light of our modern understanding of the world, is impossible. It’s a dream that can’t be realized in a world where different individual human beings have profoundly different academic potential. That’s to say nothing of the many vast impediments to equal opportunity even when leaving genetic heritage aside—the influence of privilege, birth, and random chance. Despite a vast literature on the subject of racism and sexism, and the work of thousands of people to end them, they continue to shape our economy and have proven remarkably durable. Clearly, a more robust attempt to combat them must be made, and those efforts should be as radical as necessary to create real change. But what we will find after we someday close race and gender gaps is simply more inequalities, a rigid hierarchy of talent that constrains individuals as effectively as race and gender constrain groups now. In light of that, equality of opportunity is an unrealizable dream.

But suppose I thought that equality of opportunity was possible. Suppose that I felt that society had progressed to the point where everyone had sufficiently equal resources in childhood and adolescence that their eventual life outcomes were firmly in their own control. Would I then support equality of opportunity? I would not. If we achieved equality of opportunity, and nonetheless some people found themselves in worse conditions than others (as would surely be the case), the moral logic of the system would suggest that they must deserve it; they had an equal chance, and they still failed. I find this thinking repugnant. Even if I felt that poverty and hopelessness were fully the product of choices made by the individual trapped in them, I would never consider those conditions fair or deserved. What we should be working toward is not some unachievable equality of opportunity but the elimination of the very ideal of just deserts altogether. We must move to a vision of human equality based on the equal right of all people to the good life. We must leave the idea of “deserves” behind.

Equality of opportunity is a shibboleth. It’s a ruse, a dodge. It’s a way for progressive people to give their blessing to inequality. That we never reach a place of sufficient equality to declare the work done is not an error in our system but a fundamental aspect of that system. Because as long as you can declare that we just haven’t yet reached a functioning system of equal opportunity, you can push the achievement of justice further and further into the future, while we go about busily living lives of profound inequity.

I have spent so much time discussing education in this book in part because it is in education where the seams have begun to show, where the contradictions within the system play out most obviously and most destructively. When we look at a school system that we say is flawed, thanks to the impossible task that we’ve handed it, we are seeing our basic failure to really grapple with the reality of unequal human potential. We sink vast sums of money into quixotic efforts to make all of our students equal. And we heap insult after insult and vast professional hardship onto our teachers, who struggle for poor wages to achieve the unachievable. We do all of this in the name of a blinkered definition of social justice.

Getting out of this conflict will not be easy. Indeed, to truly reconcile our egalitarian impulses with the reality of genetic predisposition, we will have to remake society from top to bottom, in schools especially but throughout our systems from birth to death. We know that not everyone is equal in ability, and we know that this will never change. The question before us now is what to do about it.









EIGHT

Realistic Reforms


As I will discuss later, the only way to truly cure our educational woes is to subvert the very system of meritocratic capitalism our schools are built to serve. As long as schooling is embedded in a social system designed to sort workers into a competitive hierarchy, education will serve the dysfunctional needs of our economy rather than the best interests of students, teachers, and parents. But given that fundamental changes to our economic system are unlikely to come anytime soon, here are some more limited reforms that would still do a great deal of good for students and teachers—though not for education profiteers.


Providing Universal Childcare and Afterschool Care

Few educational initiatives are treated with as much unrestrained optimism as pre-kindergarten, or pre-K, academic programs that serve children from ages three to five who are too young to take part in the public school system. Primarily this is due to a “get ’em while they’re young” attitude, with the basic logic being that because achievement gaps start before formal schooling begins, we must intervene academically earlier. Universal, government-funded pre-K programs are seen as one of the last best tools to address academic inequality, and have the salutary effect of freeing up parents to go to work. For these reasons pre-K has long been the darling of policy types.

Unfortunately, pre-K does not have nearly the revolutionary impact that its proponents often claim. Despite how often liberals pose universal pre-K as a breakthrough for educational equality, the evidentiary basis for these claims is mixed at best; generally, the studies that show strong effects are older, smaller, lower quality, or all three.1 (I have a name for when reformers fixate on positive studies and ignore the conflicting evidence: We’ll Only Scale Up the Good Ones.) Newer, bigger, higher-quality studies like the Tennessee Voluntary Pre-kindergarten program study have found that what limited gains students receive from pre-K reliably fade out not long after the students enter the K–12 system. That is, students who attend pre-K typically demonstrate some greater ability in comparison to their peers at entry into kindergarten, but within a year or two that advantage fades away completely. This result makes perfect sense if we assume that there is some underlying academic deficit that asserts itself more the older a child gets.

There’s similar bad news when it comes to afterschool programs, which are designed to give students safe, academically enriching places to stay after school while their parents are still at work. As a report by Brookings Institution researcher Mark Dynarski argues, the larger, higher-quality studies of children in afterschool programs are almost universally negative in terms of finding consistent academic advantages. Summarizing three rigorous studies, Dynarski writes, “In a series of reports released between 2003 and 2005 … the answers emerged: the program didn’t affect student outcomes. Except for student behavior, which got worse.”2 This despite billions and billions of dollars being shoveled into these programs, all with the assumption that they will meaningfully change academic outcomes. (Dynarski points to a study so desperate for positive outcomes that it involves asking children to self-report whether they had improved academically because of their afterschool program.) It seems neither pre-K nor afterschool programs can be justified on the basis of the research record.

So it should follow that I don’t think we should fund pre-K and afterschool programs, right? Not at all. I in fact think we have a moral duty to do so. I just think we should stop pretending doing so is about raising test scores or other quantitative metrics of success.

As a socialist, my interest lies in expanding the degree to which the community takes responsibility for each of its members, in deepening our societal commitment to ensuring the wellbeing of everyone. One of the most profound and important ways that we’ve expanded the assumed responsibilities of society lies in our system of public education. Only 150 years ago, a child in the United States was not guaranteed to have access to publicly funded schooling. (Even 100 years ago it was not unusual for a child to spend his days engaged in backbreaking physical labor.) When we as a society decided, in fits and starts and with all the usual bigotries of race and sex and class involved, to legally recognize a right for all children to an education, we fundamentally altered our culture’s basic assumptions about what we owed every citizen. We did not make this profound change on the basis of altering test scores or with an eye on graduation rates or college participation. We did so out of the conviction that this support of children and their parents was a fundamental right no matter what the eventual outcomes might be for each student.

In this spirit, I argue for universal childcare during the day for those too young for kindergarten and in the afternoons after school for those of elementary school age. Every child should have a safe, warm, nurturing place to go during conventional working hours regardless of who is raising them and whether their guardian(s) work or not. These programs, like universal K–12 education, would not be means tested; every child would have a right to attend these programs regardless of their socioeconomic background. The exact starting date of pre-K would have to be negotiated; in my ideal world, free daycare would be available from birth.

The social benefits would be profound. For one, we’d have fewer young people on the street, fewer latchkey children forced to go home to empty apartments and houses, fewer children with nothing to do but stare at screens all day. Children who live in truly unhealthy home environments, whether because of abuse or neglect or addiction or simple poverty, would have more hours out of the day to spend in supervised safety. And the benefits to parents would be just as large. Today, many parents face an impossible choice: give up their career in order to raise young children, and lose that source of income and self-actualization, or spend potentially huge amounts of money on childcare in order to work a job that might not even pay enough to cover that care. (The Economic Policy Institute estimates that pre-K childcare costs between $4,000 and $22,600 annually depending on the age of the child and location.3) No one should be forced to make this choice. Universal childcare and afterschool care could save parents millions of dollars and help ease the incredible workload of raising a child.

The costs will be considerable but not at all unworkable. The Obama administration’s universal pre-K initiative estimated costs at around $150–$160 billion a year.4 There are no credible estimates of the national cost of universal afterschool care that I’m aware of, but the largest extant program, 21st Century Community Learning Centers, costs about $1.2 billion a year; to make the program universal would surely cost many multiples of that.5 Is that a lot of money? It depends on your point of view. The F-35 fighter jet program will cost more than $1.5 trillion when all is said and done, and it enjoys a status as one of the greatest blunders in the history of aviation.6 This country’s top marginal tax rates are tiny compared to where they were during the middle of the twentieth century, a period when the United States was the economic giant of the world. These programs can be sold to the American public and, in time, come to be seen as part of the basic fabric of our society just as public schools before them.

But to defend these programs and in so doing defend the children and parents who rely on them, we must speak honestly and frankly about their strengths and their weaknesses. To constantly harp on the supposed academic advantages that these programs confer is to leave them vulnerable: they can then only be defended so long as those academic advantages actually assert themselves. As I’ve said, the research record for these programs is mixed at best, running to poor. If we make test scores and related indicators our primary argument, then we preemptively disarm ourselves in this fight. Instead, we should make our focus universal childcare, and we should defend it on progressive and humanitarian grounds—so that all children have a safe, warm, and nurturing environment when their parents can’t provide it, and so that parents can continue to do the best for their children without having to make a choice between their parenting duties and their careers.

Perhaps the research record for these programs will improve and they’ll become more defensible on educational grounds. If so, I’ll applaud. But I don’t need to wait for an uncertain future of positive research to know that these programs are vitally necessary.



Lowering the Legal Dropout Age to 12

Even if we lower standards and loosen requirements considerably, there will be students who cannot pass—or, perhaps more accurately, who are not willing to pass. The simple fact of the matter is that not everyone is meant for school, for reasons of desire as much as ability. This suggestion will likely be the most controversial, and yet it stems from acknowledgment of a simple fact: there will always be a portion of adolescents who have no interest in continuing formal schooling, and forcing them to do so not only impinges on their freedom but wastes time, energy, and resources better spent on those who want to be in school.

Compulsory education laws began in the United States in the second half of the nineteenth century; the last state to pass its mandatory education law was Mississippi, in 1917. These laws were not always enforced strictly when first adopted, but they have come to be an assumed part of American life. And the trend has been to raise the age at which students can drop out over time. There is now no state where a student younger than 16 can legally abandon school; in a plurality of states, students may not stop schooling until they reach 18, the age of legal adulthood.7 Though there have been some exceptions carved out, such as for the Amish, in general Americans are forced by law to continue their educations until they are at least a high school sophomore or later.

Proponents of these laws typically point to rising graduation rates as a reason to support mandatory schooling. If schooling is compulsory, after all, then more and more students will reach the point where they can at least potentially graduate from high school. And since a high school diploma is a necessity for entering college, and a college degree is increasingly perceived as an essential part of living the good life, we should use the law to give every student the best chance at making it through the K–12 grind. And, indeed, high school graduation rates have increased steadily since 2010.8

The problem with this reasoning is that it suggests a high school diploma is of value in and of itself, rather than potentially of value as a symbol of actual learning. And here we have reason for great skepticism. First, high school graduation requirements vary widely among states, and sometimes even within states. These requirements are rarely if ever tied to the stated prerequisites of the local state university systems. What’s more, as graduation rates have risen, so too has a misperception that this represents progress. Many have argued that this growth stems from increasingly lax standards on the parts of high schools, or state education officials cooking the books and using other means to effectively “juke the stats” and show more student growth than really occurred. (Notoriously, in 2003 the state of New York dropped the requirement that graduating seniors pass all of the Regents exams, which were initially created in part precisely to be a graduation requirement.)9 Both the conservative Heritage Foundation and the liberal Brookings Institution have argued in recent years that the perceived improvement in the high school graduation rate is a mirage.10

This stats fudging is a classic example of Campbell’s Law. Coined by the psychology professor Donald Campbell, the law states that the more important a given quantitative indicator becomes, the more likely it is that the indicator will be distorted, which in turn will lead to bad policy that runs contrary to the intent of the reasons for valuing the number in the first place. A cry went out in the world of politics and policy for higher graduation rates; that call created pressure on educators and bureaucrats; the educators and bureaucrats did what was necessary to alleviate that pressure; the numbers changed precisely to the degree that they became less meaningful. This is an old story in education and one that will become more and more common as reformers increasingly demand that the stats improve.

In this context, the manic effort devoted to graduating the marginal cases seems misguided at best. It’s an impossible question to answer, but an essential one to pose: What are the outcomes like for students who would drop out if they had the option? What are their grades like, their test scores? If someone prefers to leave school early, they are very unlikely to be doing well in school at all. How likely is it that someone who wants to drop out of high school would then go on to complete college? You might force someone to go through the motions of receiving an education, but the actual work of learning will always be up to them, and if they are not interested, you can’t change that.

The diploma fixation is another example of cargo cult thinking in education, as was discussed previously. Diplomas themselves have become confused with the educational benefits that they are supposed to signal. In other words, diplomas are supposed to be an effect of learning but in the dogged focus on raising graduation rates, education wonks and policymakers have mistaken them for a cause of learning. And so we have misguided policy such as forcing unwilling students to participate in schooling when the unwilling will never benefit in the first place.

For educated people—people like me—not completing formal schooling seems kind of crazy.

That’s one of the biggest problems in our education discourse: only the educated write about education. Journalism, academia, and the policy world are almost universally staffed by those who performed well in K–12 schooling and went on to graduate from college. To give up on formal education at so young an age is unthinkable for the people who write our culture. But many people, including many brilliant people, know very early on that they are not meant for formal schooling. We should listen to them and respect their right to opt out at a far younger age than we currently do.



Eliminating Charter Schools

When people list areas of policy agreement between liberals and conservatives, charter schools often make the list. And like most things on those lists, charter schools aren’t some sensible center position but an expression of pure capitalist ideology, neoliberalism run wild on our country’s schools.

For a variety of reasons, charter schools have long been the darlings of American news media’s discussions about education reform. For one thing, our media is disproportionately neoliberal and inclined to believe that markets make everything better. The basic charter argument, after all, is that they will force traditional public schools to compete, that if public schools and public educators feel the heat on their back—and make no mistake, this means school closures and teacher firings—they will reform and student outcomes will improve drastically. That’s the idea, anyway.

This kind of argument is catnip for our chattering class. Our pundit and journalist industries draw disproportionately from the elite socioeconomic classes, and members tend to have attended expensive private schools and have no particular sympathy—and often outright disdain—for public education. (There is no such thing as a “public charter.” “Public” does not just denote public money but also public accountability; most charter schools are not under the control of the parents and local citizens at all and thus cannot be called public.) In addition, the funding apparatus of our think tanks is heavily bent against public schools and toward charters, as the do-gooding rich types who fund such institutions are often market focused and antagonistic to unionized public-sector employees like public school teachers.

Whatever the reasons, the general state of affairs in education reporting is near-total credulity toward charter schools and their advocates, with few in professional media digging into charter school rhetoric to find the flaws. And there are abundant flaws. I’ve already discussed in Chapter Four how charter schools manufacture selection bias. There are other types of chicanery as well.

An essential element of charter school (and private school) success is survivorship bias. With survivorship bias, we only observe a given characteristic in those examples that make it past some sort of selection procedure. If you ever hear a speech by any successful famous person, they are likely to deliver some bromide about how they kept a positive attitude and never gave up. Which may be true—but there are also plenty of people who kept a positive attitude and never gave up and didn’t succeed, but crucially they never get the opportunity to make speeches about it so we don’t adjust our understanding accordingly. This is survivorship bias.

A common type of charter school chicanery involves the refusal to backfill, which creates a type of survivorship bias. “Backfill” is when schools enroll students to fill spaces created through students dropping out, failing out, or being removed for disciplinary problems. Backfill—through random selection, of course—is essential for making fair comparisons. After all, the students most likely to leave are often the ones living the most difficult, most transient lives, and thus those most likely to struggle academically. Refusing to backfill amounts to skimming the best students off the top after the fact.

Who’s guilty of refusing to backfill? Success Academy Charter Schools, the darling of the charter school set, for one! Aside from the brutal working conditions and army of short-term “tourist teachers” looking for a foothold in New York City, I suspect that refusal to backfill accounts for a large portion of the supposed advantage of Success Academy. When your students with the least stable lives—and thus likely the worst performing—keep leaving your school, it’s not hard to get good numbers. (You can also just routinely suspend the most vulnerable students until they drop out or are forced out, which many charter schools—including Success Academy—have been accused of also doing.) What I never understand is why our pro-charter culture warriors don’t get up in arms about these kinds of dirty tricks. If charter advocates are serious about actually wanting real student gains, why have they not led the charge against these practices? Unless the actual motivation is simply to attack teachers and their unions.

There’s an even more brazen technique, one remarkable in both its simplicity and its dishonesty: just giving everyone As.

Once upon a time at San Diego Metropolitan Career and Technical High School, every student was above average. The grades were sterling. The graduation rate was top notch. And yet the standardized test scores were quite bad. Judging by their SAT scores and various other metrics that were not controlled by teachers and administrators, you’d have expected to see poor outcomes in classroom grades. How to explain this discrepancy? As the independent news organization Voice of San Diego found, it seemed that the administration of the school was hell bent on achieving high grades and graduation rates to the point where there were barely any meaningful standards whatsoever.11 Sometimes this involved changing grades after the fact, or so an investigation by the school district alleged. But more often it involved pressure on teachers to give out good grades and allow students to graduate, at all costs, regardless of actual performance.

There’s one way to achieve—just lower standards.

Reform types love to argue that market forces compel schools to promote student learning, but this is incorrect on its face. Market forces compel charter schools to please parents, which is not at all the same thing. And you can bet if it’s happening at one school, it’s happening at others. There are thousands of charter schools in the country, and yet their advocates constantly talk as though any given school performs identically to the attention-grabbing, high-resource, big-city idiosyncratic schools they love to tout.

If I am hard on the charter school crowd, it’s in part because they’ve spent the last several decades attacking teachers, hundreds of thousands of public servants who make middling wages performing an impossible job. But it’s also because issues like these are simply not discussed by advocates, who tend to adopt a defensive position and refuse to countenance any questioning of charter schools at all. I have been doing research for this book; my day job is in academic assessment; I wrote a dissertation about standardized tests; and I’ve taught students from kindergarten to graduate school in a variety of contexts. I have never found serious attempts to grapple with the profound challenges to charter school numbers that I have laid out here. If charter advocates actually cared about improving education, rather than simply winning, you’d think they’d leap at the challenge.

Regardless, it’s time to end the charter experiment. The charade of “better outcomes through competition” can no longer be justified. The brutal, zero-sum struggle between traditional public schools and charter schools leaves the former at a permanent and serious disadvantage, as they are—to their great credit—incapable of shipping out the worst-performing students in the way that charter schools so often do. And for charters’ part, competition seems to foster not excellence but intense pressure to engage in practices that range from misguided at best to out-and-out fraudulent at worst. Despite my litany of problems with charter schools, I don’t doubt at all that there are many dedicated educators working in the charter world. The point is not that they lack character. The point is that the very competitive landscape that charters are meant to foster creates a structural bias toward dishonest practices.

My essential stance is this: a child’s brain is not a widget. The basic analogy of treating schools like any other competitive enterprise in a market system is flawed. Teachers and administrators simply do not control student outcomes in the way that a factory manager controls the widgets that come out of his factory. Imagine saying to someone, “How well your widget performs will determine whether you will be allowed to keep your job and how much you will be paid. By the way, you will not get to choose the raw materials for your widget; your widget’s basic construction and early design will be controlled entirely by someone else; you will only have control over your widget for six hours out of the day, after which someone else may treat it roughly; and the conditions that you do not control will be vastly different from one widget to the next.” How could anyone work under those conditions, or see such a situation as a healthy environment in which to work?

No, the best path forward is not to double down on a failed competition model. The best path forward is to stop draining precious resources from our already poor public education system, stop pitting different schools and educators against each other in a grotesque competition, and stop pretending that every student has the same potential when we know that isn’t true. If we embrace a realistic vision of schooling in which we expect a broad distribution of ability—one with failure as well as excellence—we can get back to the business of doing our best for each student regardless of their basic aptitude.

How to really serve those students, to make sure they live comfortable, productive, enriched lives? For that, we need to turn the whole system upside down.



Loosening Standards

This one truly goes against the grain. Over the past several decades, the American educational system has seen a broad embrace of more and stricter standards. Variation and flexibility in curricula have been driven out in favor of uniformity in both the courses students are expected to take and how well they are expected to perform within them. This push to standardize has been going on at the local and state levels for a long time; since 2010, the action has happened at the national level, as the (in)famous Common Core is now enshrined in 41 states as well as several U.S. territories. (Among the nine states that do not use the Core standards, three adopted them only to later rescind their adoption, largely because the effort was perceived as an attempt by liberals to supersede state sovereignty.)

The basic argument for standardization is fairly simple. First, the essential conception of a liberal education presumes a certain breadth of knowledge, a diversity in the knowledge, skills, and competencies that all students should learn regardless of their eventual academic or professional focus. By enforcing a standardized curriculum, policymakers can presumably ensure that students are well rounded as intellects. More important, if less often discussed, there is the relationship between standardization and the assessment of students … and teachers. In order to know how well different groups of students are performing, we need to be able to make comparisons among them, which in turn requires a degree of standardization in what they’re learning. And since assessment of student learning has long since ceased to be about students and become instead another system of surveillance for teachers, standards like the Common Core have been favorites of the education reformers who blame teachers for everything.

There’s certainly nothing wrong with expecting that all students who graduate from a given school, system, or state have somewhat equivalent academic skills and knowledge. So what’s the problem? To put it simply, students are not standardized. Their minds are not standardized. Their abilities are not standardized. Their ambitions are not standardized. Expecting to take the vast diversity of human academic experience and force it into a Procrustean box is a recipe for unhappiness. Education reformers love to talk about dynamism and innovation, yet they frequently push for standards that ensure education will involve anything but. And the consequences are clear.

Perhaps the most glaring example of an arbitrary standard resulting in misery lies in national standards for high school algebra. In his 2016 book The Math Myth, Andrew Hacker goes to great lengths to demonstrate how the hurdle of passing algebra sets many high school students on the road to failure. Hacker makes a compelling case that failing algebra is a key step in the path to dropping out. He cites researchers from Johns Hopkins University who found that “failing ninth-grade algebra is the reason many students are left back in ninth grade, which in turn is the greatest risk factor for dropping out.”12 Hacker cites statistic after statistic that show students failing algebra and other math classes at alarming rates. And note that grades are always subject to the goodwill of teachers, many of whom will pass failing students so that they won’t fall behind their peers and suffer socially. The term for this is social promotion, and as long as teachers are forced to choose between strict and arbitrary standards and the benefit of the students they care for, it will remain a fact of life.

What happens to math scores in standardized testing situations, where teachers do not have the ability to promote socially? The situation is, if anything, even more stark. Hacker writes,


Failure rates for mathematics were arresting. In Minnesota, 43 percent of students taking the mathematics test didn’t pass. In Nevada, it was 57 percent; Washington, 61 percent; Arizona, 64 percent. And these are the students who, at least until the test, had made it to their senior year.13



The news is rosier elsewhere. Take New York, where in 2016 the passing rate for the Regents Examination in Algebra I was 72 percent.14 Unfortunately, this (relatively) higher rate of success does not indicate some sort of revolutionary pedagogy on the part of New York state educators. As the New York Post complained in 2017, passing rates were so high in large measure because the cutoff for passing was absurdly low—so low that students needed to answer only 31.4 percent of the questions correctly to pass the 2017 exam.

Is this necessarily a bad thing? Certainly the “no excuses” school of education reform would see it as a failure, a refusal to enforce the kind of standards that, they imagine, are necessary to prepare students for college and then the working world. But these selfsame people also complain about low passing rates on such exams and poor graduation rates as well. The question we have to ask ourselves is whether we have to choose one or the other, and if we do, which ultimately should we choose? This basic conflict lurks in the background of all of our educational debates. Colleges are criticized simultaneously for grade inflation (a loosening of standards) and for low graduation rates. But what if we are forced to pick either standards or graduation? The national education debate is remarkably quiet on this elementary question.

We’ve seen a rise in high school graduation rates in the past decade, reaching all-time highs in the past several years. Better than eight out of ten entering students can now be expected to graduate from high school.15 Yet for many, this speaks not to a salutary improvement in the quality of education but to a tacit decision to simply let more students through the gates. As mentioned earlier, recent pieces from the conservative think tank the Heritage Foundation, the New York Times, Forbes, and the Washington Post, among others, have suggested that our rising high school graduation rates are not justified given stagnant test scores. It strikes me that there is an obvious lesson here: to get students through high school, we should loosen standards. We should continue to offer advanced math classes to the students who want to take them, but excuse most students from an onerous standard that does little but push them out of formal education for good.

If you believe in the myth of total educational plasticity, that any student can reach any level of performance in any subject, then you can continue to argue for both higher standards and better performance. If you are ready to leave that pleasant myth behind, I argue that you should accept lower standards in order to keep more students in the system and to spare those who will never meet the more rigorous standards from the frustration and humiliation of failure.

The story is harder to parse on the college level, where we have less systematically gathered data available than we do with public high schools. But my best read of the available evidence is that the situation is similar in college, and onerous general education standards—that is, standards that must be met by all students, regardless of major—frequently lead to failing grades and ultimately dropouts. Take my home university system, the City University of New York, where I worked in assessment of student learning. A somewhat notorious 2012 internal study found that startling numbers of students failed their required general education algebra class.16 Failure on this level is not unheard-of at schools like CUNY, a system with both students who are competitive, from the best schools in the world, and students who lack basic literacy and numeracy skills. (This is not a condition to lament; serving a broad swath of students, diverse in both demographics and academics, is central to CUNY’s function.) So: What do we do about this barrier to student success?

A profoundly useful and high-quality study gives us a hint. Three CUNY researchers, A. W. Logue, Mari Watanabe-Rose, and Daniel Douglas, explored whether student success rates in math could be improved with additional support or through substitution. Participants took either a regular remedial algebra class, a class with a required support workshop (an idea often floated as a remediation tool), or a statistics class that replaced algebra entirely. The study was a true randomized experiment, which tracked not only students who took part in the study but also those who declined and were sorted into regular algebra classes, leading to an unusual degree of confidence in the study’s results. The authors found that the support workshops seemed to do nothing to improve passing rates, but that students selected into the statistics course passed at a rate 16 percent higher than students in the algebra class.17

I was talking to a colleague about this remediation research. He grumbled that the improvement in passing rates simply reflected the relative difficulty of the classes. “They’re just giving students an easier class to pass,” he complained to me. To which I say, precisely. That is precisely what they did, and precisely what they should do. Low passing rates cause harm. They result in students paying for credits that then do not bring them any closer to graduation. They often lead to dropping out. They are a barrier to success. So why not remove the barrier?

Does this mean that we should drop numeracy from high school or college curricula entirely? No. To simply excuse students from any quantitative learning would be doing them a disservice. But we should be vastly more flexible in our definition of what quantitative literacy means. Substituting statistics for algebra is a good start; statistics, after all, are applied mathematics, and are from my vantage point far more likely to be of real-world use than algebra. A course in Excel or database management software would entail mathematical reasoning without the onerous difficulties so many students encounter in algebra or geometry, to say nothing of calculus.

Hacker makes an extensive case against compulsory instruction in abstract math in The Math Myth, and I will not rehash those arguments here. I understand that mathematics are absolutely central to human technological progress. But it does not follow that, because they are important to us as a species, everyone should have to learn them. That bad reasoning is similar to the thinking that led us to the myth of the STEM shortage. (No, really: there is not and has never been a STEM shortage.)18 “This area of human intellectual enterprise is important, therefore it is something everyone should do” is simply faulty logic. Instead of specific requirements for courses like algebra or trigonometry, states, high schools, and universities should offer broad content areas that can be satisfied with a number of different courses. Flexibility and accommodation should be the norm in the paths students take through formal education.

Of course, in the era of the Common Core and tightening standards from regional accreditation agencies, we’re sprinting in the opposite direction.



College Is Unneccessary for Living a Satisfying Life

It’s always dangerous to imagine some sort of prelapsarian past where Things Were Better. And clearly the twentieth century was an era of vast injustice, as people of color and women were systematically excluded from the fruits of vastly increasing standards of living in the United States. But we can look back at aspects of the past and prefer that our current society was closer to those conditions without wholly embracing all the past’s inequalities and bigotry. And there is a very attractive aspect of mid-twentieth-century American life that has died, and in dying caused great hardship: the labor market for those without college degrees.

After World War II, the economy was famously strong, as soldiers returned home to an economy in overdrive, thanks to the massive government spending and infrastructure building that had occurred as a result of the war effort. The Baby Boom ensured that the next several decades would see robust population growth and with it economic growth. Armies of non-college-educated men took jobs at factories and mills, helping to build the new durable goods that technological progress had created and that newly enriched American families could afford. A robust labor movement ensured that many workers enjoyed both the security of union jobs and a direct lever to increase their wages, thanks to the power of collective bargaining. Again, we must not romanticize this era; racial bigotry was enshrined in law and women were excluded from a vast number of jobs by culture and by policy. But for the people lucky enough to be part of the basic Eisenhower-era bargain—high wages and labor power for workers along with overall economic growth driving increased revenues for business—life without a college education was mostly fine. It was possible in those days to forgo college and still own your own home, get a new car every few years, raise a family, and put kids through college.

Today, that looks like an increasingly distant past. The economic gulf between those with college diplomas and those without them is vast. In 1965, the college wage premium (in 2012 dollars) was $7,400 a year; by 2012, that figure had risen to $17,500 a year.19 In 1979, the share of people in the top income quintile with bachelor’s degrees was about 40 percent; by 2016 it was almost 80 percent.20 In 2016 a worker with a high school diploma could expect to make $800,000 over the course of their working life. A college-educated worker could expect to make $1.2 million, half again what their high school–educated peer would make.21

Another way to measure the declining fortunes of those without a college education lies in the labor force participation rate. The traditional unemployment rate only measures those who have jobs and those who are actively looking for them. Those who have stopped looking, for whatever reason, are excluded from the figure. This can potentially lead us to underestimate the negative conditions of those without jobs, as those who are no longer pursuing work are often among the most desperate. (There are now several complementary statistics used to represent unemployment, and the more comprehensive ones are slowly replacing the traditional rate.) The labor force participation rate excludes those who are neither in jobs nor actively pursuing them. There are of course people within this cohort who are not people we consider unemployed in the traditional sense, such as the retired or the disabled, but we should expect the proportions of such people to stay more or less stable, and thus the trend over time is of interest.

And that trend is startling. In 1964, about 97 percent of those without a college degree were participating in the labor force; by 2015, that number had fallen to 83 percent, a decline of 14 percent.22 In contrast, a little more than 97 percent of those with college degrees were participating in the labor force in 1964, with the number falling only to 94 percent in 2015. In other words, 55 years ago those who had college degrees and those with no college were essentially at parity in labor force participation, but now the college educated have opened up an 11 percent gap, even years into the recovery from the Great Recession. And since a clear majority of Americans still do not have a college degree, this represents millions more people who are not working and not looking for work.

The most likely culprit for these declines lies in a sea change in which skills and abilities are valued in our economy. In an economy where agriculture and manufacturing played an outsize role in the labor market, the attributes attractive to employers included physical strength and endurance, a tolerance for rote and repetitive activity, and hands-on experience that could be developed on the job floor instead of in a classroom. The value of those attributes has declined as those industries have shrunk as a percentage of the labor pool. This does not mean that manufacturing and agriculture are no longer important to the American economy; they are still huge industries. But these fields have been unusually susceptible to improvements in automation, as technology has enabled employers to produce more food and durable goods with fewer and fewer workers. (Despite what you’ve heard, we still “make things” in this country. But we make them with a physical infrastructure that requires far less in the way of human workers.)

Compounding this trend is the rise of globalization. In the last few decades of the twentieth century, policymakers throughout the Western world pushed forward a neoliberal economic agenda that called for removing economic barriers, such as tariffs and import taxes, between countries. The most notorious of these changes was the North American Free Trade Agreement, a treaty vociferously opposed by labor unions who predicted—correctly—that it would result in a loss of jobs in automaking, textiles, and similar occupations that did not require a college degree. In time the rise of China as the world’s default manufacturer undermined American uneducated labor even further.

Today, if you’ll forgive the cliché, we live in a knowledge economy. The jobs that are the least vulnerable appear to be those that require the most education. In particular, those who work in educated labor–heavy fields like education and medicine seem to enjoy the most stability in their employment. (That education and medicine are also places where we face growing cost crises does not seem coincidental.) The people who have climbed the education ladder move, with little effort, onto the career ladder, able to leverage their possession of a still relatively rare good, a college education, into jobs in marketing, at startups, in health insurance, at colleges and universities, and on Wall Street.

The standard response from policy types to this crisis of the uneducated has been remarkably cross-ideological: just send everybody to college. The George W. Bush administration and the Barack Obama administration shared little, but they each advocated for sending more and more of America’s youth to college. In this they echoed Bush’s father, President George H. W. Bush, and Bill Clinton. Think tanks from the left, right, and center talk as if increased college completion rates are the key to securing both the future of individual workers and the future of our economy, as we are perceived to be fighting a pitched battle for economic supremacy with China and with rising countries like India. The logic seems pretty simple: if a college diploma gives people an advantage in the labor market, we just need to get everyone a degree.

The problem is that this idea is nonsense. As we’ve already discussed, sending everyone to college is a recipe for eroding the very advantage that college now confers.

To begin with: the college wage premium is a relative advantage rather than an absolute one. What do I mean? I mean that educated labor is like other goods: its value is subject to supply and demand. The more people that possess educational credentials, the easier it is for employers to hire educated labor, and the more competition there is within the educated class.

I am not arguing that the real value of college is only relative. I deeply believe that going to college enriches people’s lives, and I think the evidence shows (arguments like the ones in Academically Adrift, the 2011 book that famously argued that college students aren’t learning, notwithstanding) that there is robust learning at the average college. But the economic value of college is inevitably relative in nature. When multiple people are trying to get the same job, and whether and where they went to college is a criterion of interest, the value of the degrees in question is necessarily zero sum.

Continue to expand access to a college diploma so that a majority of Americans have one and you simply make it the new high school diploma, something that you have to have to participate in the normal economy rather than a rare advantage you have within that economy. The options that confront us as we expand college to more and more people are not attractive. Either the relative advantage between different degrees grows, as employers pay more and more attention to where you got the degree and less to whether you have a degree. The already considerable advantages of attending an elite college would only grow and the upper tiers of our labor economy would become even more of a Harvard-Yale-etc. social club than they already are. Or, alternatively, it simply becomes a new norm to pursue yet another credential, and a master’s program becomes the economic necessity that a bachelor’s degree is now. That means more years out of the labor force, more tuition dollars paid, and more dollars added to the pile of America’s staggering student loan debt load. To an extent, this credential creep is already happening.

What’s more, to say that everyone should go to college presumes that everyone has the aptitude and desire to go to college. As I’ve said repeatedly, we have every reason to suspect that isn’t true. Already today, the national college graduation rate tends to hover around 60 percent. And that’s among students who start; the many millions who preemptively don’t attempt college are surely among those least likely to succeed in higher education. What happens to the graduation rate as millions of people who previously did not attempt college flood our campuses? I have no doubt that some of them would flourish, but on balance we can certainly expect more dropouts, more remediation costs, more debt, and more stress on schools that already struggle to graduate an adequate percentage of enrollees.

Many have argued that the value of college stems largely from its function as a screening mechanism; by instituting admissions criteria like standardized tests, grade requirements, and the ability to pay, the thinking goes, college acts as a sieve, allowing employers to pick through those who have the underlying academic talent and soft skills like time management needed to succeed at work. This is particularly useful because in many states employers are barred from using certain criteria to weigh potential applicants, such as intelligence testing. As I suggested above, I certainly don’t think that college’s value is only screening. But I do think that making college less exclusive necessarily means making its signaling value to employers much less useful and thus undercuts the economic value of the degree.

It also strikes me that if the inevitable outcome of significantly greater college participation rates is lower standards, then our national response to hordes of new college students would be to make college significantly easier to get through. To an extent, I suspect this is already happening. Campbell’s Law tells us that, if the graduation rate becomes the singular focus of school bureaucracies, inevitably those bureaucracies will engage in chicanery (explicit or implicit) to move that number. I’ve often said that our national conversation calls for colleges to chase two contradicting goals at once—higher standards and higher graduation rates. These goals are in direct tension with each other. If we believe—and we should—that there are actual limits to how much students can learn and how effectively schools can bring every student to the same proficiency level, then we also have to accept that we can have higher standards or higher graduation rates, but not both. And given how the machine functions, and how much pressure there is to move students through the system, I think it’s very likely that we’ll err on the side of raising graduation rates to the detriment of standards. Take it from an administrator in a very large university system: graduation rates and time-to-graduate are relentlessly emphasized. The pressure professors face to move students through the curriculum, regardless of ability, is very real. Those declining standards will only further reduce the economic value of the degree.

So how do we expand the available avenues for success for the average worker, if not through sending everyone to college? It’s tempting to say we should push more people onto the vocational track. Training people in vocational skills is often endorsed as a vague means to improve the lives of those without college educations. The problem is that there’s very little in the way of empirical evidence to suggest that this will actually work. “The trades” is a category so big and shaggy that it means very little, with vast gulfs in the working conditions among different kinds of jobs and different regions. (I’d rather be a master electrician in New York than a mason in Cleveland.) Trade jobs are also notoriously exposed to fickle changes in the broader economy and are particularly vulnerable to downturns in the housing market. Ask a subcontractor who worked in Arizona during the financial crisis about it.

So is there any path forward, or are we destined for an Eloi and Morlock future where the college educated (particularly those with degrees from fancy schools) pull further and further away? I think there is a better future possible, but it is only possible through an economic revolution, not evolution. To save America’s uneducated workers, we need to pull the old system up by its roots and plant something new.









NINE

A World to Win


As a Marxist, I come with a preexisting vision of a better world. The Marxist tradition articulates, across hundreds of texts, a plan for a better kind of society, a communist society—a society built through a worldwide workers’ revolution that gives the people control over the productive apparatus of society, which rightfully belongs to them, and which organizes itself into a series of semi-autonomous collectives built on the principle of “from each according to his ability, to each according to his need,” a world free of the state, capitalism, and God. This will take far more than political conviction; it will take a sea change in our basic conception of how our lives should be organized, an abandonment of the very idea of human hierarchy. The Communist Manifesto teaches us about the inadequacy of “mere political revolutions.” It calls for a revolution of the heart and mind. I believe in this vision and always will.

But it is fair to say that this new world does not seem ready to be born. Not just yet. And it is necessary for all of us to articulate not only the best world but also better worlds. A belief in the necessity of revolution does not preclude a desire for evolutionary change, or eliminate the moral responsibility to pursue that change when it will reduce suffering and promote human flourishing.

What follows is a sketch of ways to create a better society, ideas that are not immediately visible on the horizon, but that we can perhaps see with a telescope. I will move, generally, from ideas that seem more immediately realistic to ones that will take more time, more work, and, most of all, more courage to achieve.


To Be a Winner

One of my little political obsessions can be expressed in a sentence: in contemporary society, we have more ways to be a loser than to be a winner.

To be a winner in contemporary capitalist society means several things. It does indeed mean that you have the basic necessities of life, that you are able to secure your immediate needs—the personal security that comes with consistent access to food, shelter, clothing, transportation, and medical care. But few would argue that these alone are sufficient for a successful life, particularly in the endless footrace of an aspirational society. For one, you are expected not merely to be materially secure, but to be comfortable, to enjoy some of the luxuries of twenty-first-century life. Conspicuous consumption has lost its luster for many, but while you may no longer feel the need to display a fancy car, you are expected to travel, to eat out constantly, to attend concerts and shows. And you are expected, of course, to document it publicly, using whatever latest digital platform to broadcast a carefully curated vision of the self as consumer of the finer things in life—not so much conspicuous consumption as conspicuous taste.

We have found ourselves, in other words, in a world where the requirements of aspirational life have shifted but are no less stringent. To be viewed as a successful human, in the past, meant attaining at least the house with the two-car garage, a comfortable suburban existence ensconced in the upper middle class. This was an expectation that most people couldn’t meet, particularly those who suffered under the burdens of racism and sexism. As social mores have shifted and the counterculture has been absorbed into the dictates of profit-seeking, the desirable lifestyle has become less explicitly tied to one’s ability to purchase material goods. But this does not make being a winner any more democratic or easier to achieve.

The greatest winners in our society, of course, are those who achieve celebrity, and through that celebrity, riches. The number of people who enjoy this status will always be necessarily vanishingly small, and the path to that exalted station paved with privilege and good luck. Then there are the merely rich, those who climb to the highest rungs of success in their fields and earn the material spoils. Certainly, if I had the power I’d ensure that the very wealthy didn’t exist, and the path people take to becoming truly rich is of obvious sociological interest. But the top 1 percent is occupied by only 1 percent of people, and there is again enough chance and inherited privilege involved that I am not interested in exploring that path here. Instead, I’m interested in the upper middle class, the affluent, the petite bourgeoisie, the striving class, the top 20 percent, the new enviable class of capitalism. (The class, it is worth noting from the outset, to which I belong.)

What we have now is a fairly reliable path to prosperity for those lucky enough to walk it: You have the advantage of being in the top half of the distribution of natural academic talent1; you were not exposed to drugs or lead in utero2; you were not born severely premature3; you have the benefits of a stable home to grow into4; your parents are both involved in your life and are college educated,5 are middle class or above,6 and don’t abuse you.7 That’s all the foundation, and already it has winnowed away millions upon millions of children before they have stepped foot in a classroom.

In childhood you develop hobbies and activities that start out as fun but become, in time, the kind of “extracurriculars” colleges like to use to choose among those with comparable educational records. You take ballet, you play Little League, you learn to draw or to sew. Ideally you excel at these activities, or you choose activities that are novel (fencing rather than basketball, the harp rather than the flute), or both. You either maintain an authentic enjoyment of these activities or you grudgingly continue to participate out of an understanding that doing so will make it easier for you to achieve the good life later on. You don’t actually need to excel academically at this point—nothing before high school will follow you—but you want to stay in practice, you want to mark yourself as among the smart kids, and at the very least you want to ensure that your parents sign you up for all of the advanced and AP classes when you actually do get to high school.

It’s here that you enter the meat grinder. High school is the staging ground of the battle for your future. What happens here, when you’re as young as 13 or 14 years old, will indeed follow you for the rest of your life. Your high school grades—yes, even in freshman year—will impact where you go to college, which may impact your earnings and, much more importantly, the shorthand by which other people will judge and sort you. Your focus must be relentless. Your entire life becomes an effort at climbing a ladder that is crowded with other people, and inevitably your trudge upward will cause others to fall off. You must excel in the highest-level classes, and you must do so knowing that even that success is inadequate to get you into the best schools; with the population of teenagers growing all the time, and elite schools accepting essentially the same number of students they always have, the competition grows more fierce over time. You may take an SAT prep class, though the research tells us that doing so is likely futile. Either way, you must devote your intellectual gifts to taking the test several times, along with at least a handful of the subject tests. You submit your college applications, and you wait.

Eventually the verdict comes down. To those who are privileged, lucky, and fantastic achievers, the Ivy League or Stanford or MIT or the University of Chicago or New York University beckons. To many more, the next tier of elite private colleges (your Williams, your Amherst, your Smith, your Wesleyan, your Bowdoin) are good enough. Next the exclusive publics such as Michigan or Berkeley, and then on down the line of competitiveness. The outcome of this game will influence the rest of your life, and not just your income. There will indeed be some economic benefits to reaching the highest rungs, but the real prize is your membership in the aspirational class.

Your station, as someone attending an exclusive college, is quite elevated. Because our artistic and journalist and academic classes are filled almost exclusively by those who went to competitive schools, our national conception of college is of someplace that’s hard to get into. But the vast majority of colleges are not at all competitive. The National Center of Educational Statistics lists some 4,600 two- and four-year colleges in the United States.8 By my own parsing of the data, perhaps 150 of those schools reject more students than they accept. A significant majority accept almost every student who applies.

You will spend a lifetime affecting disinterest in where you went to school, but you know and your peers know that there will always be an immediate and silent weighing of the competitiveness and exclusivity of your institution when you meet new people.

In college your grades are curiously unimportant, at least in comparison to high school, although if you intend to enter graduate school you’ll keep an eye on those too. You find that many of those interests that helped you in the application process start falling by the wayside, which is fine, given that they were vestigial organs anyway, preserved only to serve their function in the admissions game. At college you learn things, despite all of the doom and gloom about college students not learning. Your world expands. You discover new interests and develop your personal tastes in movies and music. You likely start having sex; if you are the type to take drugs you likely do so now. You, in general, enjoy yourself, and you rightly feel that this is a deserved reward for four years of backbreaking work and constant anxiety about your place in the hierarchy.

You absorb skills and knowledge, but just as importantly you learn how to comport yourself as a member of the elite caste. Crucially, you are trained into the discourse community of contemporary progressive mores, learning an obscure vocabulary that demonstrates to your potential peers that you have been exposed to the right ideas and the right thinkers. Privilege theory, intersectionality, cultural studies—each has value and important insights to impart, but more important for your lived experience is their signaling value. Peppering your speech with the abstruse academic vocabulary these fields have developed demonstrates to your social peers that you believe in the right things, that you are politically enlightened, that you are woke. And to be woke has come, in the past decade, to confer considerable professional benefits.

After all, in the current era it is not sufficient to find a stable and decently remunerative job. To compete in the social competition that you are a part of—and it is no coincidence that years of brutal competition for scarce spots in elite colleges are followed by a more abstract but equally intense climb up the social ladder—you need a job that is enviable. And those jobs tend to fall in a certain narrow band of fields: novel writing or acting, other ostensibly artistic positions like staff writer for a magazine, academic work if specifically in a secure position as a professor or fellow at a think tank, on to the plausibly “creative” like marketing or public relations. Economic security and cultural capital are entangled with each other, and neither is sufficient on its own. An adjunct professor enjoys a place in academia but suffers too much from economic precarity to be enviable; someone with a nice middle management job at Geico enjoys economic security but accrues zero cultural capital.

You note that while success in creative fields like music and film is the most celebrated in our culture, failure in those fields is among the most derided. The successful screenwriter enjoys enormous social cachet, while the guy still struggling to sell his screenplay in his midthirties is considered especially pathetic. It is embarrassing to call yourself an actor, past a certain age, unless you can immediately qualify it by naming the major shows or movies in which you’ve appeared. It is not enough merely to pursue an intellectually and creatively enriched life. You must succeed, despite the enormous odds against it.

But you know mere financial security is considered pathetic, too, if it comes in the form of an uninspiring office job. Nothing has been so fully ironized and undermined in our culture as the monotonous white-collar life. Movies like Office Space and shows like The Office portray the corporate world as a font of disillusionment and drudgery, the conventional workplace a haven of uninspired drones glumly going through the motions and working for nothing but their next paycheck. The counterculture of the mid- to late twentieth century rejected the conformity and hierarchy of the office, correctly viewing them as symptoms of the dehumanizing tendencies of capitalism, and the impression has stuck. But as in so many things regarding that countercultural moment, nothing durable was really offered as a replacement. Dropping out and following the Grateful Dead in a van is not a life plan that scales up very well. You are left with the dictate to have both the security of the business world and the inspiration of the art world. Today only a small, select group of people enjoy that combination. Are you one of them? If you’re not, can you accept a lack of respect for your job from others, a lack of meaning from your job for yourself, a lack of financial security for your efforts, or a lack of all three?

The old version of middle-class success—a two-car garage, a well-mowed lawn, and a big-ass television—seems simpler and more accessible, as it placed far less emphasis on success in a scarce number of fields; there were more “outs,” so to speak. But of course the heyday of this type of success was riven by racial and gender exclusion, and it’s not at all clear that there would have been enough seats at the affluent table if everyone had been given an equal shot. The current model seems much more fickle. There is such a thing, now, as an “influencer,” and a small but real cohort of people now make their living by appearing to live interesting and enviable lives. But unlike the old days of going to get a job at the factory at the edge of town, the path to such a position is winding and at every stage bent by luck. (An awful lot of people maintain meticulously curated Instagram feeds and yet nevertheless have to go to work from 9 to 5.) Meanwhile social media creates intense and ceaseless pressure to be perceived to be living a certain kind of life, where you celebrate the “grind” of work while projecting an ethos of effortlessness, where you enjoy the fruits of capitalist materialism while espousing minimalism, where you seek the digital approval of others while claiming to be indifferent to what other people think. Simple.

The claim I want to make to you is that this brutal competitive atmosphere we’ve created for our preteens and teens conditions them for a lifetime of intense internal competitive pressure. Part of the reason so many young people start trying on new personalities when they get to college is that they are not really sure what to do with themselves; they’ve spent so much of their young lives climbing a status ladder that the sudden deflating experience of arriving at the destination (no matter how exclusive) leaves a vacuum that aches to be filled. Going to New York to make it big as a writer is something of a ridiculous enterprise, but then the world of New York media offers the same sort of structure high school once did: it is a site of intense peer competition, with appearing at the right parties replacing getting the best grades in AP calculus. There’s comfort in that.

So: How do we change this condition, if we want to? If we see the gradual narrowing of the number of lives considered to be well lived as a cruel and unsustainable process, where do we look for alternatives? Changing culture is hard, unpredictable. I tend to focus on policy because I’m a materialist, and true progress comes from material change. But as an old Millennial I have also seen the great psychic damage our culture of success has inflicted on my age cohort. It’s commonly claimed that the period of aimlessness and confusion that follows college has been growing, with many bright, educated young people unable to settle on a path into their late twenties or beyond. I think this has a great deal to do with the gradual pruning of models for a well-lived life, and to combat that we have to change our culture.

We start by killing the Cult of Smart.



No Gods, No Masters, No Smart Kids

More than a few friends evinced discomfort when I shared the concept of this book with them. They made a basic mistake in how they conceived of the project: they assumed that, because I would be speaking frankly about natural academic talent and differences in intelligence, I would necessarily be advancing the primacy of smarts as the great criterion of human worth. But this assumption gets it precisely backward. Acknowledging that not everyone has the same academic gifts is the first step in ending the Cult of Smart.

Think back to the mother I mentioned at the beginning of this book, the one who bragged about the intelligence of one of her sons while suggesting that his brother did not have the same gifts. It may disturb some people to hear of a parent making that kind of judgment of their child. But if you do get offended by such a thing, what’s the underlying assumption? The assumption is that intelligence is something all-defining, something existential. This heightened sensitivity inevitably reinforces the notion that only intelligence matters. For a loving parent to acknowledge that her child is not intellectually gifted does not demonstrate callousness. It demonstrates a more expansive—and I would argue, a more mature—vision of what it means to be a worthwhile person.

Indeed, it is often the very people who complain most loudly—and most righteously—about the injustice and dehumanization of the meritocratic rat race who inadvertently support the Cult of Smart. Because rather than pointing out that, since academic ability is not fairly or equitably distributed, the system is not morally defensible, they instead double down on the idea that our efforts should be to increase the social and economic equity of that system. But to insist on continuing to run the race, rather than declaring it bankrupt and advocating for something else, is to inevitably treat the outcome of that race as the central definition of value. If we make the meritocratic race entirely fair in terms of race, gender, economic class, and similar, the stakes of that race would remain as high as they are now, and the competition our young people face would stay just as brutal. And free of social and economic inequality, those who support the system would only be emboldened, and those who fail to develop academic skills that are valuable under capitalism would endure the added indignity of having lost in a system that was “fair.”

How can we reach for a more humane culture? If nothing else, I’d like it if parents thought about the ways, subtle or explicit, that they teach children that being smart is the most important thing in the world. Children are remarkably perceptive and are often exquisitely sensitive to how they might best please their parents. There are many ways that parents tell their children that smart trumps everything else, most of them entirely subconscious. The impulse to buy Baby Einstein toys for toddlers and to force seven-year-olds into gifted student programs, the fixation on grades in middle school, the general drive to make your child competitive from the moment they’re born … each defines intelligence in narrow and reductive terms and then implicitly places it above creativity, compassion, adventurousness, patience, gentleness, and a host of other human virtues. Perhaps it would be worthwhile to stop and ask yourself if you are contributing to the Cult of Smart without intending to.

What’s more, thinking, caring people must stop treating individual fields of academic interest or large academic sectors as if they are worthless and their graduates deserving of economic hardship. We pay lip service to the need to define success and strengths broadly, but our system is relentless in its dogged narrowing of the range of fields seen as worthy of respect. Nowhere is this more clear than in the unhinged obsession with STEM fields. Students are relentlessly shoved into the STEM path by those who believe that doing so is the key to solving all of our educational problems.

Set aside that the economic advantages are overstated when talking about the median STEM graduate—and that is the student we should care about, the average Joe or Jane—and that the legitimately great economic and social rewards of STEM are mostly accrued by a tiny number of elite students. The “STEM uber alles” attitude suggests that everyone can simply choose to join those fields and flourish. And we know that that’s not true. A large portion of the perceived STEM advantage lies in the fact that these fields require a number of classes that act as screens, courses like organic chemistry or calculus that cause many students to fail out of the major. Recall earlier discussion of the existence of “weed out” classes in the STEM fields, courses designed to get students to drop their initial majors out of a humanitarian interest in not letting them get too far into a major they’ll never complete. This dynamic underscores one of the primary reasons why STEM is a false god, the fact that even its biggest advocates—the professors who teach those fields—know that not everyone is cut out for studying them and, in turn, for working within them. STEM simply is not a savior; it will always be, and probably should be, just one small sector out of many.

The justification for this dismissal is that economic outcomes are reliably different for students from different fields. I have never been moved by this research. Too often, it comes with no attempt to control for underlying academic talent with SAT scores or similar criteria. (This is one of those instances where such testing data is genuinely useful.) Think again about those screens that prevent students from continuing on in STEM majors. Of course when the lower-performing students are screened out of your programs, your outcomes look good. The same natural talent that helps students complete a computer science degree helps them get and keep good jobs. (This dynamic is even more pronounced when looking at outcomes by college without controlling for natural ability; it’s no surprise that so many Harvard students get all As, considering that literally all of them got almost all As their entire high school career.)

The French poetry majors, those constant punching bags of our national educational debates, are derided as people who deserve their (imagined) inevitable economic hardship. People even made these claims during the Great Recession, when an employment depression hamstrung the labor market across the entire economy. But in fact the humanities graduate a small and shrinking number of majors. You would think, from all of the talk about how they’re a drag on our economy, that there are hordes of humanities majors graduating each year, but this simply isn’t true. By far the biggest major, in America, is business. We graduate something like 350,000 business majors a year, nearly three times the next largest major.9 What could be more “practical” than business? And yet by most metrics business majors see middling results—but of course, when you’re the average major, you’re likely to graduate average students. It doesn’t help business majors that they graduate with so many peers competing for the same jobs each year. It’s almost as if pushing people to take a major results in a glut of recent graduates with the same degree, which in turn degrades the economic advantage of all of them. Meanwhile, another huge field, education, tends to have particularly poor economic outcomes. Is this because education departments fail to provide their students enough value? Or could it be related to the fact that teachers are terribly underpaid in this country?

And, of course, there is a central assumption here that one chooses what to study only to guarantee a job and a wage. This has never been the purpose of college, and it has certainly never been the purpose of the liberal arts. Asking English departments why their majors aren’t getting corner offices at hedge funds is a way to put your thumb on the scale in favor of other fields.

Thinking people should loudly reject the notion that only some fields have value, and we must object to the idea that the purpose of education is simply to put yourself in a position to accrue the most money. We should embrace the most basic humanistic value: that education is about training citizens and growing enriched, multifaceted people, rather than just training workers. And in so doing we should reward values other than being smart, given how many other important aspects of human beings there are.

The Cult of Smart is no doubt deeply entangled with the economic system in which it arose. I cannot say to what particular degree intelligence has risen in our societal definition of what makes someone a successful person. Not with any solid evidentiary basis, anyway. And it would be absurd to argue that intelligence was not prized in prior eras, particularly the early to mid-twentieth century, what with the rise of Einstein and the category of celebrity scientist. But I feel confident that as the economic necessity of completing college grew more pronounced, the social value of academic ability could not help but grow in turn. Base determines superstructure; culture follows economics. And so it follows that, if we’re to truly kill the Cult of Smart, we must begin to rewrite the basic economic contract of our society.



Medicare for All

There was a time when I would have sorted the next two policy proposals firmly into the camp of the radical left. The Republican attitude toward government guarantees of education and health care went without saying; the Democrats, meanwhile, were content to pursue piecemeal solutions like Obamacare and vague talk of student loan forgiveness. Respectable national politicians did not associate themselves with pie-in-the-sky proposals like single-payer health insurance and free college for all.

But times have changed. As I write this, the prospective candidates for the Democratic nomination for president in the 2020 election have just begun jockeying for position, with candidates like Pete Buttigieg, Cory Booker, and Elizabeth Warren already hard at work raising their profiles and staking out their policy positions. And they are, generally, on board with a more legitimately progressive policy agenda than I have ever seen in my adult political life. Remarkably, there’s been nearly universal endorsement of Medicare for All—a single-payer approach to health care where the government is the lone insurer that negotiates prices with the health care industry and where care for the economically disadvantaged is subsidized through taxing the wealthy. Candidates are also debating various methods to dramatically expand government subsidy of higher education, the importance of paid family leave, a universal $15/hour (or higher) minimum wage, and similarly aggressive left reforms.

The ultimate source of this leftward tilt from Democrats, so recently a thoroughly neoliberal/centrist party, is of course Bernie Sanders, whose candidacy for the presidential nomination galvanized a new generation of young progressives who refuse to accept the thin gruel so often offered by Democrats. For many of these young people, the Great Recession was the fire that forged their radicalism, as some of the wealthiest people and institutions in the world were bailed out to the tune of hundreds of billions of dollars while regular people lost their jobs by the millions and received no help from Washington at all. The Sanders campaign was a triumph of organization, intertwining both online and real-world outreach to build a huge network of genuinely radical regular people. And that campaign’s signature issue has proven to be Medicare for All.

My purpose here is not to do a thorough policy analysis of this proposal. But I do want to discuss what it would mean for every American to have affordable health care guaranteed by the government rather than provided by an employer. As Vox’s Matthew Yglesias has pointed out in the past, the entanglement of employment and health care often contributes to a downward economic spiral. If you get sick, you might miss work. If you miss work, you will likely have less money. If you have less money, you will be less likely to get the necessary care, as even with employer-provided insurance there are copays and deductibles and miscellaneous expenses. If you don’t get the necessary care you are more likely to miss even more work days, causing you to lose your job. Losing your job would cost you your insurance, making it even harder to get care, making it harder to seek a new job. Just thinking about this brutal cycle is exhausting. Truly guaranteeing universal access to care that does not cause major economic hardship would save millions from this devastating condition.

But even more, changing from an employer-provided to a government-provided health care system would fundamentally alter the power dynamics of the American workplace. The fact that health care is provided by employers, for a plurality of Americans, dramatically reduces worker mobility. Many workers might feel more confident searching for a new position or striking out on their own as a freelancer or small business owner if not for the fact that they would lose their health insurance if they did so. And the nature of medical care means that even brief lapses in coverage are often untenable, even among those who have sufficient short-term savings to go without a paycheck for several months. The empirical research clearly demonstrates the impact of this “job lock” caused by employer-sponsored health insurance. In 2015, researchers analyzed data from the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth and found that job lock reduced voluntary job turnover by 20 percent.10

This is a bigger deal than you might think. Negotiations between workers and employers are defined by leverage. When the labor market is tight, the ratio of job seekers to job openings favors workers, giving them a plausible threat of seeking work elsewhere and thus allowing them to negotiate for higher wages and better benefits. The reduction in voluntary job turnover caused by job lock artificially reduces worker mobility and thus makes it harder for workers to negotiate with employers to their advantage. Employer-sponsored health care always entails an implied threat—are you really going to go look for better work when we pay for your medications?

Defining the ideal health care system could fill a book on its own. Clearly, the current American system is a mess, a hodgepodge of private profits and public expenditures, with excellent care for those who can afford it and vast swaths of people who are either completely uncovered or whose nominal coverage is of such poor quality that it does little to provide tangible benefits. I supported the Affordable Care Act (Obamacare) when it was being debated, and I still think on balance we’re better off with it than before. But as others have noted, it is precisely the aspects of the law that are not market based—protection of those with preexisting conditions and expansion of Medicaid—that have succeeded. Meanwhile the ballyhooed market mechanisms, the exchanges on which one can purchase private insurance, have largely failed, and the law has not bent the cost curve (that is, reduced the absurd expense of health care in the overall American economy).

My personal preference, unsurprisingly, would be to fully nationalize the health care system, and have the government absorb the entire medical industry, somewhat like the National Health Service in the United Kingdom. A good deal of overhead could be eliminated with the demise of the private insurance bureaucracy. (Many of those working in that capacity would come on, in such a system, as administrators in the new nationalized system, and any implementation of such a plan would involve placing those whose jobs have been eliminated into other productive employment.) But it certainly does not appear that we’re ready for full nationalization.

There has been exciting progress in the realm of health care recently, though. Long dismissed as a pipe dream, a single-payer health insurance system is now being debated by many of the most prominent members of the Democratic party. In a single-payer system, government agencies fill the role currently played by health insurance companies, arranging payments of doctors, determining fees for patients, and working to responsibly divvy up scarce health care resources. This does not mean that all health care is free for everyone; there are usually still copays and similar fees for service involved. However, because the system encompasses everyone, it’s far easier to implement a progressive cost structure, where those with the least ability to pay are subsidized by higher taxes and fees on the upper middle class and wealthy. The overall costs of such a program are enormous, but we’re already paying an exorbitant percentage of our gross domestic product for health care. A single-payer system would simply consolidate those costs and distribute health care resources in a more equitable and progressive manner. (And, for the record, as employer health insurance payments are tax free, the government already is subsidizing employer-based health care to a massive degree.)

The advantages of such a plan are multiple. First, prices in medicine are determined in large measure by the size of the pool of patients potentially accessing care. The larger the number of patients covered in a plan, the greater the leverage the insurer has to negotiate low prices with providers. Medicare is able to secure treatment for its patients fairly cheaply because the pool of Medicare patients is so large. And no potential pool of those covered is larger than “everyone in the United States.” For-profit companies build in the additional burden of a profit motive. It’s not sufficient for them to distribute medical resources while keeping prices low. They must emerge from these interactions with extra money to build profit and placate shareholders. A government agency playing the role of insurer has no such need, which would potentially mean tens of billions of dollars in savings.

Single-payer health insurance, it is worth saying, is not an entirely socialist system. Socialism does not mean “the government pays for things in a market system that is otherwise unaffected.” That’s simply welfare-state liberalism, though the nationalization of the health insurance system is arguably a socialist goal. But single-payer care has the advantage of already working in several other developed countries and would meet far less resistance than nationalizing the entire medical industry.

In 2017, Bernie Sanders unveiled a plan with a name that had already been popularized by health care activists: Medicare for All. Tying support of single-payer care to an established, effective, and popular program, the plan calls for an ambitious expansion in the positive rights of all Americans. The plan would ensure that everyone has access to quality health care without going bankrupt from accessing it. And despite the plan’s audacious goals, it has attracted attention and support from all over the Democratic party. As I write this, candidates for the 2020 Democratic party presidential nomination are endorsing single-payer health care, with Elizabeth Warren and Cory Booker staking their campaigns on the need for a single-payer health system.

What would federally guaranteed health care mean for those of us trying to shed our meritocratic system? Most importantly, it would eliminate one of the central constraints on young people as they work to figure out which life to lead. Most students in college enjoy access to at least basic care at a school clinic. And while many students remain under their parents’ coverage until they turn 26 (thanks in part to an age expansion under Obamacare), many do not enjoy this luxury, particularly poorer students. These people emerge from college needing to work not only to pay rent but to stay in physical therapy, to maintain access to essential medications, to see a doctor when they are sick.

As a culture, we are likely to mock the time young people take to “find themselves.” But this period of self-exploration and practice with various identities in fact plays an essential role in the life cycle of our youth. Taking a job you don’t like and sticking with it for years or decades does not only produce human misery; it’s deeply inefficient, as someone better suited to the job might be a better worker. The delayed onset of adulthood might cause a great gnashing of teeth, but ultimately all young people want is to ensure that they are walking a path that makes sense for them. Helping them do so is just one small reason among a sea of them to institute single-payer health insurance. Our status as one of the few developed nations in the world not to guarantee truly universal health coverage is an embarrassment. It’s time for change.

Another structural condition that prevents people from feeling free to explore new careers and opportunities is our country’s vast and growing pile of student debt.



Student Loan Debt Forgiveness and Free College

You have, no doubt, seen the numbers. The amount of extant student loan debt is massive, with most current estimates coming in around $1.5 trillion, or about 7.5 percent of annual GDP. As of 2018, 70 percent of graduating college students held considerable debt, with the average borrower holding close to $40,000 in debt.11 Every year, one million student loan borrowers fall into default.12 It’s a crisis.

Student loan debt reform is a tricky topic. Tricky because the student loan debt crisis is a humanitarian disaster that badly needs to be solved, but one that disproportionately affects those from the higher echelons of our economy. Hundreds of thousands of Americans are suffering under truly punishing debt burdens, it’s true. But the people who suffer are, somewhat paradoxically, among the most economically secure in our system. Taking on student loan debt is associated, after all, with going to college, and the college wage and unemployment premiums remain robust. A college graduate with huge debt is no doubt weighed down by that debt, but on balance they are almost certainly economically better off than a high school graduate with no debt at all. I have personally found that wading within that complexity is, shall we say, socially difficult.

The neoliberal policy wonk David Leonhardt made the case in the New York Times:


The fatal flaw of universal student-debt cancellation is that it’s not, in fact, progressive. It mostly benefits the upper middle class. “Education debt,” as Sandy Baum and Victoria Lee of the Urban Institute have written, “is disproportionately concentrated among the well-off.” The highest-earning quarter of the population holds about half of all student debt, according to Baum and Lee. Which means that universal student debt cancellation would be a giant welfare program for the bourgeoisie … Most graduates of four-year colleges … are doing just fine.13



This is a fair point. I think it is absolutely essential for any progressive person to understand: as real as the plight of debt-ridden college graduates may be, those who have less than a college degree are indisputably worse off. Though the circumstances will of course depend on the individual situation, the numbers tell us that if you could choose to be a high school graduate with no debt or a college graduate with $50,000 in debt, you should choose the latter every time. The economic opportunity afforded to you over a lifetime will more than pay off that debt.

As Leonhardt says, the people we should probably worry about the most are those who have taken on student loan debt but never graduated. He writes, “Most people struggling to pay off their debts are not graduates of four-year colleges. They are instead non-graduates—people who attended college (often a for-profit college) but never received a degree. They have the worst of both worlds: debt and no degree.” This is why I’ve often said that the saddest words in higher education are “some college.”

Why is so much of our attention focused on the better off college graduates, as compared to their peers with only a high school education? Frankly, I think it’s because everyone in media and academia—the industries that write our culture—went to college. Their peers went to college, their siblings went to college. And so they are far more attuned to that hardship.

I have in fact frequently gotten into bitter arguments regarding the economic outcomes of people with advanced degrees. The plight of the PhD who can’t get a job in the academic job market has been widely discussed. I know many brilliant people who struggle to make ends meet as adjuncts after getting their PhDs, often from elite universities. I have immense sympathy for these people and believe that they need economic relief in a variety of ways. But I’ve been disappointed to hear those selfsame people exaggerate the economic hardship of PhDs relative to the national norm and (especially) to those on the bottom ends of the income distribution. Yes, there is intense hardship for those PhDs doing the worst, and they need our help. But both in terms of unemployment rate and income, people with advanced degrees generally are among the biggest economic winners in our system.14 When a PhD graduate told me that people like him were “the new serfs,” I felt compelled to object not out of callousness to his situation but out of a refusal to ignore the suffering of those whose plight is so often written out of this debate.

Does this mean that reform is not needed? Absolutely not. We need to address the loan burden both for humanitarian reasons and for economic reasons, as many of our young graduates are unable to purchase homes or cars or otherwise engage in productive consumption because of their loan bills.

Leonhardt advocates means-tested loan forgiveness based on the income of borrowers, where those who are struggling have their debts forgiven while those with high debt loads but also high incomes (say doctors and lawyers in the first ten years post-college) continue to pay back their debt. Today, there are payment plans that allow borrowers with lower incomes to pay back their debt at a lower rate, but the ultimate dollar amount of their bills remains unchanged. (And it is entirely possible to have payments low enough that the interest causes your overall debt to actually go up over time, a truly bleak form of running in place.) I am viscerally opposed to means testing, in general; means-tested programs are less politically defensible, as they necessarily help fewer people, and they create gradations of suffering that are not in our moral or political best interest. But if it were proven politically necessary to means-test loan forgiveness, I could accept it as a first step. It does invite some strange questions. What are the time horizons, exactly, of post-graduate economic hardship? Would people intentionally keep their incomes low for years after graduation simply to be eligible for debt forgiveness? It would be pretty simple for someone to calculate when that would be a good deal; we would potentially be subsidizing precisely the period of early to midtwenties aimlessness and economic anxiety that debt forgiveness is meant to end. Not that this would be the end of the world.

Despite my misgivings about the potentially regressive nature of such an act, I say forgive the debt. Forgive all of it. Yes, in and of itself, this is not a progressive expenditure. But we should not see student loan debt forgiveness as a one-off, disconnected from the rest of the broader progressive agenda. We should rather see it as part of a sweeping set of changes to our basic social contract, a policy agenda that will rescue those who have no college degrees as well as those struggling under their debt burdens. As for that $1.5 trillion, well, if default rates are as high as some people believe, we’re not going to be seeing a good portion of that money back anyway. Besides—we control the world’s fiat currency and own some printing presses. We can afford it.

Of course, before it’s a debt crisis, it’s a tuition crisis. The rise of college costs could be (and has been) the subject of entire books. Many causes have been advanced, including the rise of expensive amenities in dorms, gyms, and dining halls; the perverse competition between institutions where higher tuition is actually treated as somehow a marker of more elite status; and the proliferation of administrators handling a mushrooming number of duties, some of them tied to compliance with increasingly onerous accreditation standards as well as more stringent norms of gender and racial equality. (In the interest of full disclosure, I am an administrator at a public university, and there are certainly faculty members who would prefer that my position not exist.)

But no aspect of the college debt crisis seems more important than the decline in per-student expenditures. Once upon a time, state and local governments subsidized higher education to a far higher degree than they do now. A 2018 report states:


In the past three decades, average state and local funding per enrolled student has dropped by one quarter, or $2,337 … In 1987, states spent $9,489 per student enrolled in a public two- or four-year school, on average. By 2015 that figure had fallen to $7,152—a modest recovery from a recent low of $6,441 per student in the wake of the Great Recession in 2012.15



This dynamic is highly state and school dependent, with some areas of the country seeing little in the way of per-student cuts and some states dramatically slashing public university budgets. But the overall trend is clear. Where once the government spent liberally to ensure that students could attend public universities and graduate without large debts, today that commitment has declined significantly. Clearly, declining state support for public universities cannot explain the increase in private college tuition directly. But the demise of cheap state school tuition can only exacerbate the problem, particularly given how public universities have acted as a path forward for students whose parents lack the ability to pay.

(Some tedious people point out that total higher education spending has risen in the past decades, but this is obtuse. Between 2000 and 2017 undergraduate enrollments grew by almost a third.16 Of course total expenditures went up as dramatically more people were going to school; what matters for the lives of individual students is the level of per-student support, which has indisputably declined.)

Bernie Sanders has presented a plan to fix this, too. He argues that public school tuition should be free. The dollar figure he puts on this is $75 billion, which he proposes to pay for with a tax on Wall Street speculation. (Some critics, unsurprisingly, predict the cost would be far higher.) There are a few tricky aspects to this; for one, if the federal government guarantees adequate tuition dollars for every public university student, what’s to stop some states from slashing funding for state colleges, given that the feds will cover the rest? On the other hand, this plan has fewer problems with being regressive than eliminating student loan debt, given that state school students are far less wealthy than college students writ large. I’m on board. And if people still want to pay $50,000 to attend Harvard—and I promise they will—they are welcome to it.

Again, I think the question of whether free college is regressive is ultimately one of context. Free college by itself would, for all of the reasons I’ve laid out in this book, only ultimately benefit a relatively small number of people who have the talent and motivation both to complete college and to excel in the kind of knowledge work people seek out after school. We must therefore see free college as only one thread in a far broader tapestry, one that depicts a different, better world where our attitudes toward income and work have been fundamentally changed.



UBIs and JGs and Everything In-Between

The radical left’s policy discussions are an interesting thing, here in the twenty-first century. They are perhaps most defined by their short-term irrelevancy; because the radical left has such little power in American partisan politics, even after a recent flowering of interest, the debates can feel pointless. I know activists who feel that big-picture theorizing is a waste of time on the left, as more good can likely be done through the unglamorous but essential work of organizing individual people at the grassroots level. To debate proposals that would require the support of a majority of federal legislators when the radical left can claim the support of a bare handful of them at best would seem to put the cart before the horse.

And yet there are advantages to powerlessness. Little power means low stakes, and low stakes mean freedom—a freedom to invent, to explore ideas free from the cyclicality and randomness of partisan politics, to define what the ideal society really looks like. Leftists have always had a utopian streak, and life in the political wilderness gives us time to define what utopia really looks like. And the left has no donor class to constrain our ideas in the way they constrain our mainstream debates.

What’s more, our years in the wilderness have left us at a remove from the wars about doctrine that did so much to define the twenty-first-century American left. Many of our current adherents are simply too young to know about the (frequently pointless) squabbles about policies and priorities that once consumed many left-wing groups. This is epitomized by the rise of the Democratic Socialists of America (DSA). Following the election of Donald Trump, the DSA saw a huge surge in membership, with thousands of people, most of them under 30, paying dues and joining their local DSA affiliates. To me, this evoked complicated feelings. I was raised to distrust DSA; the organization, after all, was founded by Michael Harrington to be an explicitly anti-communist socialist organization. In my youth DSA was the group that was forever policing the boundaries of the left, trying to pull radicals back from the fringe, moderating our policy ambitions, and forever denouncing enemies of American foreign policy as dictators or terrorists. But after 2016 I came to realize quickly that this new DSA not only didn’t share these tendencies, but they didn’t know that they were ever a part of the organization. And who could blame them? Michael Harrington died before many of the new members were born. Whatever DSA’s current strengths or weaknesses, it is a new movement that deserves to be understood on its own terms.

There are downsides to our lack of shared political memory. It is a cliché, after all, that those who do not learn from history are doomed to repeat it. And I do get a profound sense of déjà vu at times, watching the inter-left squabbles of today. So many of the debates going on now strike me as identical to ones that I thought had been settled long ago. And that’s frustrating and concerning considering how often these same debates resulted in bruised activists and broken groups in the past. But ultimately there is no alternative to young organizers fighting through the issues of the day, and there is something revitalizing and generative about this unsettled period. It feels like the policy demands could go anywhere, which is refreshing given how often the old left felt constrained and sclerotic.

The question is whether this freewheeling approach to policy can ever congeal into something like a broadly shared definition of what comes next. To achieve a new future requires a critical mass of people who are willing to fight for it. For a long time, American leftists defined themselves in passionate but vague anti-capitalist terms. Debates have sprung up in recent years about a defined policy platform, but they demonstrate the degree to which the leftist vision for society remains unsettled. Few debates better exemplify this than that between proponents of a universal basic income (UBI) and proponents of a jobs guarantee (JG).

There are many flavors of UBI, with many different names and important nuances to policy. But the concept of the UBI (or guaranteed minimum income among other assorted terms) is simple: the government sends a check to every adult, with the funding sufficient to raise everyone above the poverty line. In this way society establishes an effective income floor. This has the salutary effect of not only preventing some of the deep hardships caused by poverty, but also of freeing creative and ambitious people to pursue interests that would be beneficial to society but which would not be sufficiently remunerative to be practical without a guaranteed income.

The conservative complaint about this should be obvious: if people aren’t forced to work by the need to avoid poverty, they’ll live lives of indolence and aimlessness! I have never found this remotely compelling. Yes, there would surely be people who would do nothing particularly productive with their time under a universal basic income. The moral calculus should still be simple: the elimination of poverty and all its attendant ills would be worth some “freeloaders.” Note too that one of the basic assumptions of a UBI is that work, in and of itself, is not an inherently good thing; in fact, because work is unpleasant—because most people would prefer not to do the kind of boring, physically demanding, or otherwise unattractive work that low-wage workers often do—freeing people from work is an inherent good. As the Washington Post columnist Elizabeth Bruenig wrote, “Nor is there much dignity in pouring all of one’s energy into the purposes of another—which is what it generally means to work for a boss—with little time or money spared to learn or contemplate or travel or enjoy oneself.”17 It’s not that dirty jobs will no longer get done. But with the UBI offering unemployment as an attractive option, low-wage employees will see their bargaining power increase significantly. Employers might even have to—gasp!—compete against each other for workers through improved pay and benefits.

I also think the idea that people will simply succumb to sloth is contrary to human nature. People do plenty of work for reasons other than monetary payment, whether it’s building a treehouse or writing computer programs or cleaning up trash in their neighborhood or recording a podcast or teaching someone to read. These tasks are not performed just to get them done; they are performed for the sheer pleasure of doing them. Indeed, free from the fear of poverty and the exhaustion of the eight-hour workday, people will find all manner of ways to occupy themselves, much of them of clear productive value to society. If anyone should understand this, it’s conservatives. They’re the ones who always talk about the dignity and pleasure of work! Work is inherently rewarding, but people will only do it under threat of poverty? That does not make sense.

But there are criticisms of UBI from the left as well. For one, there is a great deal of guilt by association involved. Many conservative figures, and some conservative think tanks, have advocated for a universal basic income, including the godfather of right-wing economics, Milton Friedman. (To be fair, the idea was also supported by Martin Luther King Jr.; association works both ways.) In the right-wing conception, the UBI typically replaces all other aspects of the social safety net, under the theory that earmarked entitlements (like food stamps or Medicare) are inefficient and that direct cash payments would be better. The right-wing case for a UBI is thus ultimately predicated on the desire to shrink the welfare state, not grow it. Left UBI proponents typically reply that their UBI would be in addition to, rather than in lieu of, more traditional social safety net programs. Of course, this means that they can’t count on the political support of conservative supporters of the UBI.

More substantive left criticisms of a UBI abound. Some claim that, by its universality, a universal basic income will maximize monetary redistribution—and thus ensure entrenched political resistance. Another complaint is that direct cash handouts do nothing to advance the political power of the oppressed. Simply receiving enough money to pay the rent doesn’t do anything to strengthen your position when trying to fight for your best interests. Contrast this with a more traditional means of helping the worst off, unions and labor power. Unions enjoy both direct power, in that they have the capacity to strike, and political power, in that they can organize their membership to support particular candidates or issues and in that way get a seat at the table. You can easily imagine a class of people whose lives are made possible by a UBI but who live in a state of constant fear that the powers that be will take it away, and who have no means to organize to secure their own interests.

This is my own objection to a universal basic income. It has the same problem that liberal social programs almost always do: it does nothing to strengthen the hand of the poor and working class relative to the rich, to the bosses, and to political leaders. Both the traditional American labor movement and communists define their central goal as increasing worker power, not just decreasing poverty. Once that power has been secured, policies can be passed that help the plight of the poor, whether they are working or not. And that power ensures that whatever policies do get instituted are politically defensible.

A jobs guarantee program is just what it sounds like. A government agency would ensure that everyone who wants a job can get one, not through the traditional means of an employment office or temporary positions that would otherwise be filled by regular workers, but through the creation of jobs that are sufficiently remunerative to stave off poverty but that might not be economically feasible without the government’s support. These jobs will be socially valuable but of dubious profit-generating value; typically tasks like environmental cleanup, childcare, and public art projects are named as potential jobs guarantee office jobs. One advantage of the jobs guarantee is that it is inherently countercyclical: in times of recession, when there are too few jobs for the number of workers, the jobs guarantee would ensure people can avoid poverty; in boom times, employers would compete for workers and the jobs on offer would be more attractive than a jobs guarantee job.

Jobs guarantee advocates further argue that such a guarantee has the advantage of being both not means tested (as anyone who wants to can get one of the jobs) but also practically limited to those with the most need (as it’s only those who lack a quality job who would sign up).

As you might expect, universal basic income supporters have criticisms of jobs guarantee programs, just as jobs guarantee people criticize the UBI. Matt Bruenig, founder of the left-wing think tank People’s Policy Project, has been particularly consistent in pointing out problems with a jobs guarantee. As he observes, it’s hard to see how there will always naturally be work that needs doing that simultaneously does not satisfy the profit motive. Jobs guarantee jobs must satisfy some intrinsic need, but that need must not be sufficient for someone to set up a for-profit operation to do it; this is a thin needle to thread. It’s also important to note that, by their universal nature, most jobs guarantee jobs need to not require special skills or abilities, limiting the range of work that can be done. Finally, it’s possible that the jobs guarantee will not improve the bargaining position of workers but do the opposite. Matt Bruenig writes, “as long as the JG wage is fixed, all the private employers have to do if their workers get too demanding is undercut them by offering a JG worker a wage above the set JG wage, knowing that the JG office will not counteroffer to try to hold on to their workers.”18

As for myself, my basic fear with a jobs guarantee is that it may likely become a shitty jobs guarantee. That is, the work that is secured through a jobs guarantee might be decently remunerative but could be filled with jobs guarantee participants precisely because no one else wants the work, whether because it’s unpleasant, it’s dangerous, or there’s no room for advancement. At worst, jobs guarantee jobs might simply become make-work programs, with whatever government agency that runs the program creating jobs simply because there’s nothing better on offer. And if that’s the case … why not just give people the money?

It’s worth pulling back and noting the essential confusion here. We’re talking about two popular competing visions of signature leftist policy, with each side embraced by people who largely agree on basic issues of politics and share a broad vision of a more just world. And yet the differences between these positions are vast: the basic assumption of a jobs guarantee is that work is good; the basic assumption of a UBI is that work is bad. Jobs guarantee people call work ennobling; UBI people call it degrading. (For the record, both are right in different ways.) When we contemplate a radical future, we literally don’t know if we want to save people from having to work a job or from not being able to work one. These are not minor differences.

For myself, I will risk a little bit of opportunistic incoherence and say that I have the same attitude toward UBI and jobs guarantee: neither is remotely sufficient to fix our society, but I’d take either. Would a UBI solve most of our social and economic problems? No. Would I take a UBI if I had the chance? Absolutely. And so too with a jobs guarantee. Such a thing would be terribly insufficient to solving our problems, but I’d take it in a heartbeat over abject poverty. I understand why people want us to choose sides on this issue, given the existential differences they contain. But I am not remotely as opposed to either as I am to the poverty- and hopelessness-filled status quo.

Neither a universal basic income nor a jobs guarantee comes without problems and complications. But each can help save us from our smart-kids-take-all economy.



Genuine Socialism

The term “socialism” is a complex thing, one with an incredibly convoluted history and a definition that has been contested since the term arose. When I talk about Marxism with those who have not studied it, I take pains to point out that communism was just one of many socialisms in Europe in the mid-nineteenth century, competing with other varieties to win hearts and minds. Socialism had a left-right spectrum just as any political tendency has, and there were nationalist and internationalist versions, evolutionary as well as revolutionary, more anarchic or more statist. Today, Marxism itself is an intensely splintered thing, with various sects and tendencies vying to define what it means to be a communist in the twenty-first century. For these reasons, defining socialism is a dicey proposition.

Yet I think a certain thinking-through of the term is necessary, particularly in the current political moment. With the influence and media attention of Bernie Sanders and his 2016 primary campaign, the increase in membership of the Democratic Socialists of America, and the meteoric rise of New York congresswoman Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, socialism has returned to the American mainstream political conversation in a way that would have been unthinkable 20 years ago. With so much talk about socialism, it’s important that we have a general grasp on what it means—particularly given that popularization always leaves a term somewhat vaguer and less meaningful. I confess that I think that many of the people who call themselves socialists today are more social democrats, or even Great Society liberals. There’s nothing wrong with that—better than the centrists who dominated the Democratic party for decades—but something is lost when these different groups are conflated.

I do not want to police the boundaries of socialism. I do want to articulate a very basic criterion for what socialism is. Contrary to popular conception, socialists do not merely want the government to pay for things in an otherwise unaltered market system, such as happens with food stamps. Rather, for change to be socialist it must entail the destruction of markets. Socialism decommodifies human goods, moves them out of the system of currency exchange. To socialize housing, for example, would not mean the government would cut checks to landlords who only house the poor at a healthy profit, as happens in many housing programs. To socialize housing means that the people would take community control of the housing stock themselves and distribute it based on need rather than on the profit motive. The goal is not to transform the distribution of power and wealth within an economy but to bring about the disintegration of the concept of an economy, to achieve a society governed by the dictates of human need rather than the dictates of the accumulation of wealth.

Some will of course say that this is impossible, that socialism is contrary to “human nature” (a construct whose boundaries are defined by whatever is convenient at the moment) or that society lacks the productive capacity to provide material security for all of its members. Just look at Russia!

But the comparison says more than they realize. It should surprise no one that the Russia of the 1910s failed to thrive, given that it was a truly feudal state, was already racked by famine and resource shortages under the tsar, had suffered enormous losses in World War I, and would suffer greater losses while saving the world from fascism in World War II. This outcome was not just predictable, it was predicted—in fact by Marx and Engels, who were adamant that communist revolution could only follow the “bourgeois revolution” of capitalism and liberal democracy. Only then could the enormous productive capacity of capitalism develop society to the point that it could provide for everyone. The communist revolution could take place in an economy more than capable of providing food, housing, education, and medical care for everyone … an economy, that is, like the twenty-first-century American one. Put it this way: in the 1930s one farmer was capable of producing enough food to feed four people for a year.19 By the 2010s, one farmer could feed 155 people for a year.20 It is a world of abundance, not one of scarcity, into which the new socialist order will be born.

My purpose here is not to present a detailed plan to achieve genuine socialism, or articulate exactly what a socialist society would look like, much less to describe the political path toward achieving that society. Instead I want to ask, what might the path through life look like under socialism? How would we define success, if success were no longer necessary to live a comfortable life?

I think it would look something like this.



To Be a Person Under Socialism

You are born, and at first socialism’s value is not apparent to you but to your parents. When they make the personal decision about whether or not to have a baby, they do so without the shadow of economic concerns weighing them down. They know that they will have access to the medical care necessary for pregnancy. They know they will enjoy the ability to remain close to home in the weeks and months following birth. They are able to define precisely when to have children, only doing so when it makes the most pragmatic and emotional sense, because they have government-provided birth control and unfettered access to abortion on demand. In your early years, you attend a government-sponsored daycare center, and in time move on to a government-run preschool.

You attend an elementary school that is much the same as schools are now—that is, government run, societally funded, and subject to the accountability of the local community. You learn the ABCs, the colors, counting to ten, the basics of American history (without the whitewashing), and science, and all of the things that we consider useful knowledge for a young child to learn. There is no standardized testing, as there is no neoliberal “reform” movement attempting to subject K–12 teachers to a state of constant surveillance. There is therefore no teaching to the test, and teachers are free to instruct you in whatever way they think is best to instill knowledge, skills, and values.

The high school you enter is radically transformed from what it is today. The standards and requirements that are today a huge part of high school life are dramatically relaxed; aside from a few basic requirements in the major academic fields, you are largely free to choose your own curriculum. If you don’t want to take algebra II or chemistry, you don’t have to take them. Instead, you can pursue independent studies with teachers, or you can take advantage of expanded vocational and technical programs. Meanwhile, the current status of high school as a cauldron of intense and emotionally draining competition is gone. You do not have to look at your peers as competitors first. You do not get up every morning asking yourself how you will get ahead in the college admissions rat race. Because academic performance is no longer a means to secure a life at a particular income bracket, there is no class rank, no statewide standardized tests, no SAT. When you finish your high school career you judge it based not on how well you’ve prepared yourself for meritocratic existence but based on your experiences, your friendships, and your learning for your own sake.

If you’d like, you can go straight into working in some productive capacity, knowing that your wellbeing is not dependent on whether or not you have a degree, and happy to feel no pressure to force yourself into more schooling. You don’t have to conform to the limited academic definitions of success, and you can choose to occupy yourself with something you are truly talented in, rather than straining to succeed in a world where your talents are marginal. You get to fit your pursuits to better match your abilities, without fearing that you are a loser for doing so.

You may instead go to college, but the institution bears little resemblance to the college of today. For one, there are no competitive college admissions. Your application to college is no more complicated or fraught with implications than an application for a library card; you don’t even have to attach a high school transcript. Instead of applying to specific schools, you submit a single application in which you rank your preferred schools. You are then assigned a school through a weighted lottery system that takes into account your rankings of preference, geographic location, your professional interests, and the need to establish racial and gender diversity at each school.

With no more competitive admissions and no more winner-take-all economy, the notion of “good” and “bad” schools, the idea of an elite college, crumbles and falls away. Today a college’s reputation is some strange amalgam of its age, how powerful its selection effects are (only letting in highly talented students is a great way to have successful alumni), its production of research, who is on its faculty, and the status of its graduate programs. The nebulous concept “academic quality” barely factors in. In a socialist world, where every graduate can expect to enjoy material security after graduation, the absurd college ranking game no longer exists.

In school you dedicate yourself to whatever intellectual pursuits you choose. You can take a major, if that appeals to you, but otherwise you can simply graduate once you have accumulated sufficient credits. There’s still hard work, professors still give grades, there’s still late nights spent in the library, still cram sessions. But since no one has to go to college to enjoy a happy life, no one is there who doesn’t want to be there, and thus the work is the expression of dedication to learning rather than an artifact of capitalism. The population of college students, in this scenario, is probably significantly smaller than it is today.

Once you graduate, you do so knowing that you can explore yourself and your interests before you choose how to make yourself productive. The (in)famous period of young adult life spent “finding yourself” may well grow, as the immediate financial necessity of choosing a job is gone. And yet I suspect this period would actually be easier, as there would be no pressure to “sell out” and thus no conflict between fulfillment and material security.

This does not mean that everyone gets to do exactly what they want to do. Even in a fully socialized system, some people will be better at certain things than others, whether that’s being a singer or a research physicist. We as a society will have to carefully navigate the relationship between social need and ability. But all will be able to contribute something of value, as all humans have their own strengths. This is one of the most important, most humane changes of our socialist system: the definition of intelligence, and of what it means to be a worthwhile person, will expand. No longer will “smart” be the sole criterion of human worth, and no longer will worth be defined through the capitalist lens.

You will find your niche, the unique way that you can contribute to and help society. And as for those very rare people who do nothing, even given the ability to contribute in any way they can, rather than in merely profitable ways—well, we can live with it. If some people spend idle lives while consuming resources, that is a small price to pay for a system that ensures the wellbeing of all. Most people will be productive because it is in our nature to be productive, and once we are freed from the numbing grind of the capitalist treadmill, who knows what things we will be able to create.

In time, you will settle on a way to contribute to society the best you can. You will, likely, meet someone, or several someones, and you will form enduring relationships and perhaps marry. When you choose to have children, if you choose to have children, you will enjoy all of the benefits your parents once did. And you will look ahead to a future where, no matter how infirm you become, you will be provided for. You will never be an undue burden on your children just as they were never an undue burden on you.

Some will, no doubt, call this fantasy. They will say that such a society cannot exist. (They will ask how we’ll pay for it all, which is missing the point to an amusing degree.) They will say that we cannot generate sufficient resources to care for everyone even if we end inequality.

To them, I would point to the incredible power of human ingenuity, to the immense leaps we’ve made in productivity and efficiency, and to the strength of our commitment to helping each other, even if that commitment is currently frayed by a zero-sum financial system. It’s true: not everyone can enjoy the lifestyle of the wealthy. There are insufficient resources to build everyone a private plane. I’m afraid you don’t get a Ferrari to go along with your housing and your health care. But you will find yourself enriched in the new world all the same, as you will define your worth not in material possessions but in the friendships you make, the children you raise, the experiences you enjoy. And that world—a world not of wealth but of social, emotional, and personal abundance—we can build that world today. This very day.









Epilogue


My father was larger than life. Physically big, he had a personality to match—loud, intense, gregarious, intimidating. A theater director and a professor, he had a remarkable ability to command attention and speak with authority, even when sick (and he was always sick) and even when drunk (and he was often drunk). I have not met anyone who carried quite as much force of personality as he did.

He was, in many ways, a deeply flawed man, and my mother’s death in my early childhood wounded him such that he never really recovered. Dogged by depression and alcoholism, he struggled to hold his life and his family together, until he died when I was 15. But he was also deeply affectionate toward us, gentle and kind, and there was never a time when I felt less than unconditionally loved by him. I have met enough people who have conflicted or anguished relationships with their parents to know what a blessing that is.

My father had no siblings; my mother had a sister who disappeared from our lives when I was young. My grandparents all died when I was a child. And so I have had to build a sense of my heritage and my legacy with what I could find, old papers and photographs, recollections from their few friends who remain alive and accessible. I search through old memories and try to sort out what is real and what I’ve imagined. I know some details of their lives, though fewer than I’d like. Learning my family’s history frequently feels like trying to catch smoke in my hand.

But I know enough to know that I am my father’s son, just as he was his. Like me, my father and his father were academics. Like me, my father and his father were socialists. Like me, my father and his father struggled at times with alcohol abuse. Like me, my father suffered from a mood disorder. And no doubt I inherited traits from my mother as well, her temper, her sense of justice, her laugh.

How much of this inheritance is genetic? I don’t believe, and would never say, that our genes are our destiny. But our genes do influence our destiny. The evidence that human behavioral traits are significantly heritable has grown too large to be ignored.

Genes matter. They matter for us as individuals and they matter for us as a society. And they matter whether progressive people believe them to matter or not. What the political left must understand is that sticking our heads in the sand and ignoring the rapidly developing world of human genetic research does no one any favors. To leave the field of argument to the worst elements, the pseudoscientific racists and gender essentialists, is to abdicate our sacred responsibility to defend our values.

Many will rush to say that nurture has played a role in the conditions I share with my parents, and they are no doubt correct. The environment shapes us as well as our genes. But here too there is broad misunderstanding: just as we cannot say that influences that are genetic are therefore immutable, so too we cannot say that influences that are environmental are therefore changeable. It has always been clear to me that the difficult circumstances of my youth have influenced my personality, and those circumstances are indeed environmental. But does that fact mean that this influence can therefore be undone? How were those environmental effects any more mutable than genetic ones? What policy or pedagogy could have prevented the experiences that imprinted themselves on my young heart and mind?

To act as though we will ever be able to so carefully control the environment of our children that we protect them from the negative effects of experience is to deny the basic brokenness of human life. There will always be instability. There will always be loss. There will always be inequality and there will always be neglect. If we acknowledge that fact, then we can begin to ask how to live in a world in which all people simply cannot be made equal—for whatever reason—rather than trying and failing to make crooked timber straight. We can confront the inevitability of inequality of talent and decide what to do about it or we can continue to hide behind pleasant fictions.

For too long, the left has obsessed over the vague idea that is “equality.” Equality is the lodestar of the liberal mind, often subdivided into flavors like “equality of opportunity” and “equality of outcomes” in a useless and incoherent way. Equality is both the goal itself and a means to a goal, as equality is held up as the key to social mobility, to ending poverty, to achieving justice. Progressive attitudes toward equality have long since become tautological.

The left should know better. We should know that the great leftist intellectual traditions share none of this zeal for equality as such. Rather we should simply pursue what’s good for everyone, what fulfills their basic human needs and allows them to flourish. Human beings are complicated creatures, and we can be ranked and measured and divided on a thousand metrics. To suggest that we will ever achieve equality of any meaningful kind is to deny our nature. Recognizing that we have fundamentally different abilities and talents does not curse people to a harsh existence. It is the first step in their liberation.

Acknowledging the inevitability of inequality in individual talent, as a society, would lead to the most profound change in consciousness imaginable: we would leave behind forever the myth of just deserts. The notion that we more or less receive what we deserve, that our station is determined by our work ethic and talent, is the lifeblood of capitalism, the stuff of the American dream. And that notion is a lie, one promulgated by those deluded by religion into believing in cosmic justice, by those who benefit from our exploitative economic system, and by those who suffer underneath that belief themselves, convinced by centuries of propaganda that they are to blame for their own misfortune.

To recognize that our abilities lie outside of our control would be to strike the hardest possible blow against meritocracy. For it is that belief in the universal availability of success that underpins our entire system; it is the logic that convinces us that our suffering is fair. Tell the truth to people and show them that the deck was stacked against them the whole time, and support for the whole enterprise will collapse. Nation states do not endure through laws and their enforcement alone. No country could employ a police force large enough to regulate everyone’s behavior. Instead, modern societies rely on a social contract, an unspoken but profoundly real bargain made between a country and its citizens. People must believe, when they get up in the morning, that they are getting a good deal, that the drudgery and indignity of day-to-day existence are endured in service of getting something in return. To acknowledge that we are all born with different gifts and abilities, and that only some of these are marketable under capitalism, is to cut the legs out from under that social contract. And that is the first step toward achieving profound change.

By talking about genetics and intelligence, and about IQ, and about years of education and their relationship to personal success, many will mistake me for endorsing a narrow vision of both human intelligence and human worth. Those with whom I have discussed this project have often made exactly this mistake, assuming that because I think the ability to, say, do calculus is deeply influenced by genetics, I must view that kind of intelligence as the only kind that counts. That is entirely untrue. (For one thing, I can’t do calculus.) What I am arguing here is that the kinds of intelligence valued under neoliberal capitalism are largely inherited. It does not follow that I therefore think the people lucky enough to enjoy that kind of intelligence deserve their rewards. Rather I want to destroy that very system of reward.

We can take small steps to undo the damage done by the meritocratic lie. But in the end only revolution, not evolution, will save us. True progress will come from an awakening, one far less crude than can be described with the typical political and ideological terms. Yes, we must reach beyond bootstraps logic, meritocracy, neoliberalism, and capitalism. But even deeper, we must leave behind reciprocity. We must achieve a world that rejects the notion that we must give as much as we receive, that we should apportion out the necessities and comforts of life only under the assumption that there will be some sort of equality in what is given and what is received. This assumption is the product of a world of scarcity, and we live now in a world of abundance. I do not merely want to crush capitalism. I want to live outside of exchange.

But perhaps such flights of imagination are not productive.

I do not know what our political future holds. I do know this: no educational miracle is coming. “Superman” will never arrive. There is no technology that will save our schools, no neoliberal reform that will raise our children out of the grips of poverty, no new model that will suddenly turn struggling students into flourishing ones. Decades of posturing about “no excuses” and truckloads of Silicon Valley cash will not change the basic reality that not all people have the same academic ability. If we are capable of just a little honesty, we should be able to recognize that the normal distribution of academic outcomes stems naturally from a world where different people have different skills and abilities, many of which do not factor into our schooling at all. Recognize it or not, the sudden great leap forward that so many have demanded from our schools will never arrive.

It would not surprise me, though, if we decided that a miracle had occurred. Society only defines those problems that it thinks it can solve. Education has long been a proxy issue in our national debates, a placeholder for discussions of race, class, and inequality; teachers and schools are attacked not because they are to blame for societal ills but because they are a convenient receptacle for our frustration at the persistence of these problems. Influential people demand progress. Too many people have been funneling too much time and money into our schools for the status quo to remain tenable. So I think, to put it simply, that we’ll engage in fraud, on a societal level. I think Campbell’s Law will assert itself again. I think we’ll develop metrics that give us a level of plausible deniability. I think people won’t so much intentionally lie as choose what they see.

I think, in the words of the television show The Wire, that we’ll juke the stats, that as a society we will communally realize that we are sick of our educational quagmire and decide that we have actually solved our problems. Some new narrative will emerge that will allow us to rest easy, some cheery story about how, if you look the right way, we’ve already solved our educational “crisis.” I have no doubt that this narrative will serve the interests of the charter school scam or some other form of educational profiteering. Those who look at education as a means to siphon public money into private hands are better funded, better organized, and better connected than those of us who defend our traditional schools. Public education—the radical idea that we can guarantee an education for all children, funded through taxation, instituted through government-run schools, and subject to the oversight of voters, taxpayers, and parents—is mortally threatened in this country.

But however we choose to lie to ourselves, the basic brokenness of our system will endure. It goes much deeper than education. The basic failing of our society lies in our dogged belief that we as human beings should get only what we deserve, rather than what we need. This is the central dogma of the great glistening cathedral of twenty-first-century meritocracy and the fundamental lie at the heart of the American dream. We will continue to embrace this idea because doing so enriches the already enriched, because it suits the interests of the powerful, because it is the justification of a system that causes vast suffering and then tells people it’s their own fault.

Thudding away in the background will be the simple fact that we are not all the same, that we have different abilities, different interests, different lives, and that not all of us were made to serve the interests of neoliberal capitalism. That fact has been ignored by those from across the political spectrum—conservatives, to protect the myth of the self-made man; liberals, to maintain a cheery story of the power of good intentions and the human spirit; neoliberals, to support the interests of the education profiteering industry; leftists, to advance a reductive notion of human equality. Together they amount to a conspiracy of not seeing. But the reality of human inequality will remain, and so too the need to reorganize our society because of it. Someday, we may recognize the uncomfortable truth and start to tear down the system we have inherited, if only we have the wisdom to see.
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