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Over the past few months, I have watched, with surprise and increasing concern, as education has emerged as 

a topic of great interest to politicians and the media. It is one thing to support the efforts of public and private 

schools to pursue the work of education for a new generation of Americans; however, it is disconcerting and 

disturbing to see the effects of political leadership and media attention on the art of education. 

We all know the themes quite well by now: Republican and Democratic administrators seek to honor  

teachers and improve schools by creating high stakes standardized tests—assessments designed to threaten 

teachers and students to achieve measurable improvements; the media focuses on failing schools and  

teachers; we read of school administrators and teachers who falsify student achievement data to save their 

schools and their jobs; we read of college admission hysteria, anxiety and despair as some private school  

students face the possibility of disappointment and defeat for apparently the first time in their lives; we read 

this week of a college that admits to changing data to reflect greater institutional strength to influence U. S. 

News & World Report rankings. Amidst this barrage of governmental regulation and media attention, we 

miss the voices and perspectives of teachers and principals who have responsibility for education in the 

21st century. 

What is conspicuously absent from much of the governmental edicts and media coverage is an exploration of 

the power of American education to influence and inspire ownership, responsibility and stewardship in a new 

generation of Americans. It is as if we all have succumbed to the assumption that education can only be 

viewed in a narrow, strategic way, can only be evaluated by superficial tests and assessments. Educational 

reformers have always taught us that the key to great teaching and transformational learning is the process of 

creating benchmarks—we start with a clear definition and portrait of what an exhibition of mastery will look 

like. Then, and only then, we design courses, assessments and strategies to guide and coach students toward 

these goals. Clear, audacious, authentic goals lead to transformational assessments and classes. Narrow,  

superficial testing leads to student boredom, apathy and indifference. 

In his essay "One Percent Education," Ned Golder writes a searing portrait of the private school movement in 

America by arguing that we recognize, reward and celebrate an educational philosophy designed for  

individual accomplishment and superiority over democratic engagement and civic responsibility: 

The emphasis on personal achievement has done more than turn the admissions process into a race to rack 

up résumé points; more important, to the extent that elite colleges set the pace, it is turning the educational 

culture into one that strives individual perfection instead of one that stresses social improvement. Because 

graduate schools, and the best jobs often require extraordinary credentials, students must pour their energies 

into their own ambitions and accomplishments. And schools encourage it. 

I agree that private schools often embrace an unhealthy and anxious brand of individualism, but we in the 

independent school world should not blame the colleges for our abdication of values, character and  

leadership; we should blame ourselves if we turn education into a commodity, a pursuit of an empty form of 

entitlement and privilege. 

There is another way, an approach to education that honors the place of education in American democracy,  



an approach that celebrates the mission of our schools, an approach that encourages young men and women to 

see their lives as one of hope, service and engagement. Great schools find energy, identity and purpose 

through mission statements that refuse to surrender to the immediate concerns of a materialistic and strategic 

culture. These schools combine a commitment to a national, global or spiritual pursuit with a commitment to 

individual education. Students at these schools know that the work of the school is tied to a local, national and 

global goal. 

Students and teachers at great schools understand that the work they do together and the spirit of collaboration 

and teamwork in the culture make all members of the community better people. Teachers and students at great 

schools learn, extend themselves, aspire towards new and exciting goals and directions. Classes, rehearsals, 

practices, exhibitions are electric, affirming, transformational in and of themselves. The school and its  

constituents do not bend and collapse in a spiral of triviality and entitlement. Rather, the community moves, 

grows, develops in new and unexpected ways. 

The great private secondary school actively resists and rejects the media assumptions about independent  

education. To those who call us entitled, privileged, pompous and narcissistic, we answer with a commitment 

to diversity, human rights, social justice, financial aid, hard work, creativity and real commitments to the  

communities in which we live. 

We emphasize that an education for life means an exploration of the principles of leadership, character,  

integrity and humility. It means an ability to use our skills of critical thinking and analysis to join, in a  

judicious and reasonable way, the central debates and controversies of our world. 

The purpose of our form of education is to graduate men and women with the skills and habits of mind to lead 

our country and world in a new and complex century. We must, therefore, teach for inspiration, understanding 

and passion. 

If we do this work well, it will be impossible to assert that private schools exist to protect the privileges and 

entitlements of 1% of our society. Rather, the independent school will assert its democratic mission and  

purpose. 


