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"The foundation of any state is the education of its youth" - Quote from wall inside The Library of the Congress





Introduction





	Obviously many problems plague the United States today - ranging from the apathy of the polity to crime and drugs - there is no escaping the fact that our society faces many challenges for the years to come.  Education differs from all the other problems in our society because it is the very root of many of today’s vices and incivilities, including crime, drugs, apathy and even the widening gap between the rich and poor.  That is, not only is our educational system one of the primary problems vexing the American government, it also has the ability, if reformed and refined, to ameliorate the other problems that face our society.  Once the educational system is refined society will: have a better outlook on our political system, the polity will be less cynical, the polity will be more informed, be less cynical, be more informed, vote more frequently and in a more informed manner, and our economy will thrive.  A good educational system does not necessarily mean a utopian society, but a well educated polity is essential for almost any type of successful government. 


	Our educational system now is in an extremely slovenly state compared to other highly industrialized nations with which we compete - namely Japan and Germany.  Asian and European youth regularly score better than the youth of the United States in most subjects especially math and sciences, and despite any proposed flaws in the testing techniques the performance of American youth is ‘mediocre’ at best (National Science Foundation, 1997).  Without even comparing our educational system with other countries’, one can see from such factors as the state of our classrooms, poorly constructed curriculum, rising drug use in schools, and increasing discipline problems that our educational system is severely troubled.  Simply put, our “public…school system is in trouble” and not getting much better (Bunzel, 1986).


How Bad Is The Situation?





	The question shouldn’t be how bad is our educational system, the question should be: “what could we have done if it was better?”  Poll after poll people express their discontent with the educational system or some aspect thereof.  Though education may not get as much attention as low voter turnout, crime and drugs, or the proliferation of interest groups it is almost always near the top of the people’s concerns.  These concerns are well founded too; studies show an increase in drug use within the school system, an increase in disciplinary problems, and of course a drop in test scores relative to our international counterparts.  


	The problems extend beyond just low test scores though.  In Jean Anyon’s book, Ghetto Schooling, she starts by describing the “strong smell of urine” in the school halls and the raucous state of the classroom that she enters (children are yelling, crying, or jumping around the classroom and the teacher is having problems controlling them).  We have all heard the stories and seen the documentaries/movies (e.g., A.K.A. Don Bonus and Dangerous Minds), that chronicle the horrible state of schools, especially those located in inner cities.  Unfortunately these chronicles are increasingly becoming more the rule, rather than the exception.  The discipline problem can be seen in the rising incidences of suspensions, for example the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) found that “in many urban schools, up to one-third of students may be suspended during the school year” (NCES, 1997).  Not only do discipline problems mark the incivility that is becoming more prevalent in all of society’s institutions, but they also hinder the educational process.  Those requiring discipline affect their peers, teachers and themselves which quickly makes the problem more widespread.  It is obvious, then, how discipline problems can quickly lead to lower educational achievement. 


	Drugs, too, have become a problem in schools.  The NCES shows that “the percentage of seniors who reported having used cocaine in the previous year…increased to 5 percent in 1996…marijuana [use]…climbed to 36 percent in 1996…[and] alcohol [use]…still remains high” (NCES, 1997).  Interestingly, “in 1995, 8th-, 10th-, and 12th-graders who planned to complete 4 or more years of college were less likely to report alcohol, marijuana, or cocaine use in the previous year than those who did not plan to complete 4 or more years of college” (NCES, 1997).  Such rampant drug use is unheard of in other countries, yet seems to thrive in the United States, resulting in an increase in the level of incivility in our society and a decrease in our nation’s educational quality.  


“In most of the national educational reports produced…the need for curricular reform was a loud refrain.  The major problems identified were seen as declining achievement and declining enrollments in academic courses.  These phenomena were usually attributed to inadequate instructional time and to a dilution of the curriculum” (Bunzel, 1985).  In other words, drugs, discipline, curriculum, and a lack of true teacher assessment all contribute greatly to a lacking educational system; which inevitably leads to a mediocre, at best, polity.  “One of the great virtues of A Nation At Risk [a leading study on flaws in the educational system]…was its unequivocal statement of the fundamental mission of public education: to prepare young people for democratic citizenship and to promote individual and national prosperity” (Phi Delta Kappan, Sept. 1995).  With so much going wrong in the educational institution and the close relationship between education and a successful democracy it’s no wonder the United States is being put to shame by other industrialized nations. 


A Comparison





	In almost any realm of our social, political, or economic life one of the best indicators of our success is a comparison with those countries with which we most identify or most aspire to become.  For years we were one of those nations that many other nations sought to emulate, now though we look to countries like Japan and Germany as an example of what we aspire to become.  Germany and England are most likely the two foremost examples of a successful democracy in the world today, they also have outstanding educational systems in comparison to the United States.  In order for us to stay competitive we must be on par with nations like Japan, England, and Germany.  In other words, “the technical and scientific skills of a nation’s workers are a crucial component of its economic competitiveness” and the tests in math and science are one of the better indicators of a nation’s ‘technical and scientific skills’ (National Center for Education Statistics, 1997).  One study of Japanese education cites “the Japanese educational system” as playing “a crucial role in the country’s remarkable development of the past century” (Anderson, 1975).  Furthermore the book shows the “symbiotic relationship between school and society” (Anderson, 1975).�


The National Science Foundation, as cited above, has published studies showing that America’s youth is well below Japan, England, Germany, and other countries academically.  Furthermore it is obvious that with a decline in our educational system, a system that is responsible for both ‘socialization’ and ‘education’, we can also expect an increase in incivility.  Many neglect the socialization portion of schooling, but Nyberg and Egan argue that socialization is the most important task of an educational institution because it “makes life in society possible” whereas “being educated [i.e., having knowledge] makes it more worthwhile”  (Nyberg & Egan, 1981).  That is, “socialization” makes citizens civil and education makes the citizenry more competitive.


One interesting aspect of the Japanese educational system is that they do not group students by ability level, as we do in the US.  In the US we “track” students i.e., we sort students based on their intellectual abilities which unfortunately has been shown to lead to a “self-fulfilling prophecy” for those caught on the bottom tracks (Curran & Renzetti, 1996).  As a result of tracking we are increasing the number of students that will not be able to go to the better universities and then go on to be competitive in the job market.  This of course is detrimental to our society, and is the very reason that “neither elementary nor lower secondary schools group students by ability level” in Japan (American Federation of Teachers, 1998).  No matter the country throughout history it has become obvious that an effective education is absolutely essential for a state to thrive.


Reasons Why Good Education Is Essential


	Needless to say many problems are flooding the United States, a cursory list of the most pressing includes: crime, drugs, apathy and a widening gap between the rich and poor.  The primary reason a good education is so essential is that education has the unique quality of being able to ameliorate each of the above ailments.  As Nyberg and Egan mentioned - the goal of educational institutions is not only the education of the polity, but also the socialization of that polity.  In other words “one of the most commonly stated purposes of public schools is to prepare ‘good’ citizens” (Allison, 1995).


	More specifically than just creating ‘good’ citizens, a thorough education has been proven to increase the chances for economic stability.  For example, in both sexes, and all racial and geographic categories median income rises with each subsequent increase in the level of education (Bureau of the Census, 1996).  Even common sense dictates that those students who move on to higher education in the form of universities and colleges will more than likely earn more than the average person.  As stated, this is true for even the most discriminated against groups: blacks, women, and other minorities.  Blacks, one of the most institutionally oppressed groups in the US gain great advances and grow closer to equality as their educational attainment increases.  Blacks with an education that only includes high school, but not receiving a diploma will generally earn 75 percent that of their white counterparts with the same educational background.  However blacks who have earned a high school diploma will, on average, earn 83 percent of their white counterparts.  Further, those blacks that are able to obtain some college education are able to be even closer to their white peers with the same level of education; they, on average, earn 87 percent of their white peers (Bureau of the Census, 1996).  Though blacks don’t earn as much as whites at any educational bracket, one can still see the equalizing effect that education has on the two groups; incidentally the trend continues for other minorities as well.  Even Krugman said labor, public schools and other public institutions help the average person the most (Lecture, 5-6-98).


	Not only is a good education a good equalizer, it also can help alleviate the sense of apathy that seems to dominate today; especially following the 1996 presidential election in which only 48 percent of the polity participated.  One reason there is such a low voter turnout election after election is that many people feel that their vote doesn’t count.  However, as anyone who has taken a Political Science course knows - every vote counts, and greater than that - the attitude that you have can effect others, both positively and negatively.  Whatever the reason may be the fact is that the more educated a person is the more likely they are to vote.  In the 1992 presidential campaign, for example, 58.3 percent of the people voted.  Only 27 percent of those people with only 1-3 years of high school education voted, whereas 78.5 percent of the people with 4+ years of college participated in the election process (Bureau of the Census, 1996).  Probably the biggest reason people don’t care about voting is that they don’t know how the system works, don’t know, the issues etc.   Research shows, though, that more educated people are likely to keep in touch with current events, and obviously better understand the democratic process.  Once informed people are less discouraged and therefore more inclined to participate in the system.


	Drugs and crime have always plagued our society.  Currently drug use among young people, as shown, is again on the rise and is an obvious marker of incivility.  Crime, too, is a prevalent problem in schools and our society in general.  Even sporting events have been criticized for being too violent and worsening the incivility already present.  Although educated people are less likely to involved in drugs or participate in crime, it is the economic stability gained through education that is the biggest factor in keeping people out of crime and drugs. Unfortunately crime and drugs ultimately weaken the economic status of the state and a vicious cycle takes place in which the state is unable to fund the educational reform programs that would be able to pull the state out of the high crime and drug-use rates.  Statistics routinely show a connection between economics and the crime rate and use of drugs (especially as a outlet for depression and anger).  Thus through better education - which almost inevitably leads to better economic status - crime and drug-use are drastically decreased.  


Suggestions/Solutions





	Clearly there is not a single solution for all of the country’s problems.  But of the most pressing problems facing America, education is most certainly the most all-encompassing.  As a good education is the solution to many of America’s problem’s the question must be asked: what comprises a good education?


	The definition of a ‘good education’ is a debatable one.  Most likely the perfect education is some combination of the existing one and those abroad.  Tracking is one of the aspects more likely to be criticized, and has proven more detrimental because of the lowered self esteem that naturally arises for those on the lower track.  Teacher assessments should be stern and thorough.  Curriculum should somehow incorporate community needs/wants and state/national level requirements.  Whether through religion or some other source, some sort of ‘socialization’ should be taught, i.e., morality/ethics should - to a limited extent - once again be a part of the curriculum.  Treatment and prevention should be the attack on drugs, crime, and disciplinary problems - not punishment in the form of suspension and explusion.  Lastly, and possibly most importantly, the community needs to show more 
