
ductive workforce and stronger economic
output. Market forces driving education
in this direction have intensified in the
last 30 years. But recent results have
caused a bit of backlash. How, exactly,
have economic pressures shaped and, in
some cases, distorted American educa-
tion? This important, multidimensional
question is drawing increased attention.
Three recent works address aspects of
this challenge in ways that ought to in-
volve anyone concerned about how we
educate, and why.

David Kirp’s Shakespeare, Einstein, and the
Bottom Line examines how marketing tech-
niques and motives are transforming four-
year colleges, professional schools, and re-
search universities, with mixed results.
Market forces, he notes, can get out of
hand and corrupt the “soul” of institu-
tions. Norton Grubb and Marvin Lazer-
son see “vocationalism” as the largely suc-
cessful essence of what they call “the
Education Gospel,” now applied from

kindergarten through the doctorate, but
want reforms: “The logic of markets, indi-
vidual gain, and consumer choice has

come to dominate much of formal school-
ing.” In The Blackboard and the Bottom Line
(yes, another “bottom line” title), Larry
Cuban argues that schools cannot be at
their best when run as if they were busi-
nesses, and that the intervention of the
business community in America’s public
schools, particularly in secondary educa-
tion, has become increasingly simplistic,
at times counterproductive.

To varying degrees, each book cautions
against market forces and economic pres-
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The Education Business
Assessing the application of an economic calculus to the classroom

by james engell

ver since the later nineteenth century, American schools—

from elementary grades through college and graduate

training—have increasingly pitched themselves to voca-

tional and practical objectives. The overall aim is to benefit

individuals by preparing them for better, higher-paying

jobs, and to benefit the nation by providing a more pro-E
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David L. Kirp, LL.B. ’68, Shakespeare, Einstein, and
the Bottom Line: The Marketing of Higher Education
(Harvard University Press, $29.95; paper,
$17.95); W. Norton Grubb ’69, Ph.D. ’75, and
Marvin Lazerson, Ph.D. ’70, The Education Gospel:
The Economic Power of Schooling (Harvard, $45); and
Larry Cuban, The Blackboard and the Bottom Line:
Why Schools Can’t Be Businesses (Harvard, $23.95).
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sures—Kirp and Cuban quite strongly,
Grubb and Lazerson less so. On one cru-
cial point they all agree. Current systems
of funding education, public and private,
do not adequately promote equality of
opportunity. Both the way we pay for
public schools and the way we ask stu-
dents to pay for college exacerbate rather
than level socioeconomic di≠erences. Be-
cause education and class are more
tightly coupled and stratified than ever,
social mobility is damaged. It is good to
recall the warning Justice Brandeis
sounded in 1941: we can have a democracy
in this country, or we can have a great
concentration of wealth in the hands of a
few, but we cannot have both.

The authors of these books recognize
that the economic forces they critique are
much more than a century old. Vocation-
alism, competition, commercialism, per-
sonal gain, and institutional self-promo-
tion have existed at least since the Morrill
Act of 1862, which founded land-grant
universities (yet those universities simul-
taneously proclaimed practical and liberal
objectives). Educating students for the
workforce transformed the American high
school three generations ago. Yet, each
book also insists that some “cusp,” some-
thing “increasingly insistent” (Grubb and
Lazerson), something “new” (Kirp), and a
now “ubiquitous influence of business-in-
spired approaches” (Cuban) has arisen in
the last three decades. The force of money
has become paramount and, even though
always necessary and often admirable, it
has started to look more like an idol, an
end, rather than a means of accomplishing
educational objectives.

Kirp’s lively book relies on revelatory
case studies. Using New York University,
the University of Chicago, Dickinson Col-
lege, DeVry, Columbia, the University of
California at Berkeley (where he is a pro-
fessor of public policy), the Universities
of Florida, Michigan, Southern California,
and more, he ferrets out beautifully the
increasing influence of “the raw power
that money directly exerts over so many
aspects of higher education.” Money in-
fluences—and frequently flatly deter-
mines—admissions, financial aid, the
presence of “star” professors, the control
of law-school curricula, priorities for sci-
entific research, forays into distance
learning, plans for expansion, and the
very names of institutions (Beaver Col-
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Galbraith v. the Supply-Siders
Richard Parker, who directs the program on economics and journalism at the
Kennedy School, has written a meticulous, meaty, and colorful authorized biogra-
phy of a liberal icon, the Warburg professor of economics emeritus—John Kenneth
Galbraith: His Life, His Politics, His Economics (Farrar, Straus & Giroux, $30). A sample:

It’s safe to say that virtually every-
thing about “Reagonomics” and the
Reagan Revolution appalled Ken Gal-
braith.…

Four months after Reagan took o∞ce,
congressional Democrats were wringing
their hands over how to react to his tax-
and budget-cut proposals, but Gal-
braith wasn’t. In the New York Times Maga-
zine that spring he labelled the new Rea-
gan era as what he saw it to be: the
modern resurrection of the nineteenth
century’s Gilded Age. “The Uses and
Excuses for A±uence” opened with the
description of a lavish ball organized in
1897 in New York City. At a cost of
$400,000 (roughly $4 mil-
lion in 1980s terms), Mrs.
Bradley Martin had had
the Waldorf Hotel ball-
room transformed into a
replica of Versailles and
invited several hundred
guests to attend in period
costume. In the midst of a
severe economic reces-
sion, her ostentatious dis-
play itself was mind-bog-
gling, but was outdone by
the hostess’s apparently sincere expla-
nation for it: Somehow she had learned
that the poor of New York were facing
great distress that winter and her
thought was that a grand party’s exu-
berant display of enjoyment of life
might somehow, if properly reported,
lessen the burdens of those who heard
about it—and might also helpfully give
direct employment to the legion of
cooks, florists, waiters, carriage drivers,
and dish washers retained for the occa-
sion.

Supply-side economics was born that
night, Galbraith dead-panned, and he
compared Mrs. Bradley’s ball to Rea-
gan’s economic agenda and worldview.
This was Galbraith at his witty and
polemical best, drawing out historical

precedents, deftly deflating the preten-
sions of the well-to-do and the vacuous-
ness of their defenders.…

Reagan supporters quickly returned
fire.…Robert Nisbet, a onetime left-lib-
eral sociologist turned neoconserva-
tive,…lambasted Galbraith in Commen-
tary…: “More than anyone else I can
think of John Kenneth Galbraith is the
nearly perfect exemplar of American lib-
eralism. No one comes close to Gal-
braith in the exquisite fit of his mind
and its limitations to the essential
theme and the varied idols of the liberal
cause in our times.” To begin with, Gal-
braith “was not and never will be noted

as an economist”.…It was-
n’t enough that Galbraith
was intellectually inferior
and a partial Marxist; he
was, Nisbet added, a terri-
ble writer, too.…

The fact was, Nisbet
decided, Galbraith suf-
fered from the clinical
psychopathology of “cog-
nitive dissonance…a phe-
nomenon characteristic
for example of pre-mil-

lenarian religious groups,” the woolly,
wild-eyed sort that predict the immi-
nent end of the world, then, when faced
with its continued existence, simply ad-
vance the date rather than question their
faith. The consequence of his preaching
was that “ through tracts like Gal-
braith’s The A±uent Society the expecta-
tions [of Americans] multiplied and grew
grander, ever harder to gratify,” result-
ing in “social and moral chaos, reflected
in the exponentially rising number of
security guards, security dogs, alarm
systems, and, of course, handguns.”

…“Accused of many things in my life,”
Galbraith recalled with a smile, “I do
not ever remember thinking myself re-
sponsible for social and moral chaos or
an increase in handgun sales.”
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lege becomes Arcadia University). Even
institutions whose wealth should make
them immune from financial concerns
about survival often walk a fine line be-
tween a money ethos and their academic
missions. The pervasive extent to which
these forces now operate is new. Kirp
convincingly shows that we have entered
a new era, an age not of ideas but of
money. (Even in his superb account, the
great minds decorating his title—Shake-
speare and Einstein—do not appear in
the index because they and their kin are
never mentioned, quoted, or engaged.
They work as marketing on the cover.)

Kirp rightly sees positive as well as
negative results. Older practices could
hurt institutions too proud to regard the
bottom line even in an e≠ort to promote a

more militant intellectualism. “Market
forces” can turn some institutions “into
stronger, better places. Still…the univer-
sity at its truest and best” promotes “val-
ues that the market does not honor.” Kirp
explains lucidly, for example, the complex
situation at the University of Chicago. Its
rigorous program attracted excellent stu-
dents, but the attrition rate was very high
for a selective college. How could more
students, more of whom would graduate,
be attracted without compromising stan-
dards? The ensuing debate—about
money, curriculum, size, and priorities—
embroiled the university. President Hugo
Sonnenschein stepped down, but his suc-
cessor has largely followed the policies
Sonnenschein set, such as gradually in-
creasing the number of undergraduates
and reducing slightly the number of their
required core courses. One comes away
with heightened respect for the trade-o≠s
that every administrator must weigh, and
for the fact that in education, as in gov-
ernment, there are no easy answers at the
top. At NYU, John Sexton has lured
“stars” to adorn the university, but has
created a significant cadre of much lower-
paid adjuncts to teach, at least to teach
undergraduates. NYU now has a world-
class masthead in, for example, philoso-
phy, but has it created a plantation sys-
tem of teaching slaves?

Kirp and the coauthors of the case
studies (Elizabeth Berman, Je≠rey Hol-

man, Robert Ness, Patrick Roberts, Debra
Solomon, and Jonathan VanAntwerpen)
make concrete the ways in which money
now drives higher education and has at
times driven out—or driven into hid-
ing—its other goals. These include educa-
tion of an informed citizenry, the disin-
terested pursuit of knowledge, scientific
research without regard to immediate
economic utility, and a debate about the
ethical applications of technology. For
those who want to understand the pre-
vailing ethos of marketized education at
institutions of higher education, their
work is required reading. 

Grubb and lazerson (who teach at
Berkeley and at the University of Pennsyl-
vania, respectively) support the tradition

of American schools directly serving
workplace and personal economic ends.
That admirable tradition has helped to
create universal education. It has vastly in-
creased the number of students who com-
plete high school, college, and graduate
training. The United States and American
education have prospered under a gospel
that yokes learning to work and promotes
the idea that any individual can “get
ahead” by learning more. On average, per-
sonal lifetime earnings correlate with edu-
cational achievement, and the relative ad-
vantage of a four-year college education,
historically present for many decades, has
in the last two grown markedly.

But even as Grubb and Lazerson sup-
port the Education Gospel, its present in-
carnation troubles them. They judge that,
as a policy, it has become too exclusive,
narrow, and overbearing. Its unrelenting
stress on “change” has morphed into an
empty mantra. “In addition, the contribu-
tion of technological change is often over-
sold” (a fact Cuban demonstrated in an
earlier book). Grubb and Lazerson call
this drum-beating version of the gospel
“HyperVoc.” They wish to temper it with
other (also traditional) aims of education
that have been crowded out by the more
easily measured and understood goal of
private economic benefit. They call for
learning as a set of goods, not solely voca-
tional and economic productivity. Voca-
tionalism in their view needs a mid-

course correction, so market forces alone,
however vital, don’t determine educa-
tional policy: “If we could integrate the
nineteenth-century vision of education
with the occupational emphasis of the
twentieth century, a noble version of the
Education Gospel might be within our
grasp.” That older vision included a “com-
mon good” that embraced “civic, moral,
and intellectual purposes.” In other
words, back to the future. 

Yet politically, it’s popular and expedi-
ent to put vocationalism at the top of a
list of educational benefits—and to make
that list one item long. Economists de-
bate how much advantage education
a≠ords any country in the global market,
but it’s clear that it gives an individual,
on average, a personal advantage. And
good research universities contribute to
national productivity. But several things
have gone sour. As the population at sup-
posedly higher educational levels has in-
creased, standards at each level can no
longer be guaranteed. Vocational is-
sues—even basic competencies—get de-
layed. For example, the authors say,
“much of the community college curricu-
lum…is concerned with basic skills in
reading, writing, and math.” In other
words, the schools themselves have been
awarded “social promotions.”

Even though only 30 percent of all
American jobs now or in the foreseeable
future require more than a high-school
education, the lure of college as a creden-
tial is so strong that about 60 percent of
all students attempt college courses, and
“College for All” remains a slogan. (How-
ever, only about 60 percent of all students
who enroll as freshmen at four-year col-
leges now will eventually graduate.) The
result is that most college graduates and
students who have some college credits
discover that “good” jobs are scarce. High
schools try to play catch up, get everyone
through, and hold students together until
the promised land of college. Thus, as an-
other result, Grubb and Lazerson report
that the high school now is the most trou-
bled of educational institutions. The cur-
riculum becomes “simply something to
endure while waiting for something else.”
On another front, their analysis of com-
munity colleges is exceptionally good.

They contend that even selective liberal
arts and sciences colleges are inherently
vocational because many of their gradu-
ates eventually obtain professional de-
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We have entered a new era, an age 
not of ideas but of money.
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grees. Yet a liberal education traditionally
has emphasized the very qualities that
Grubb and Lazerson wish to see form a
“common good”: citizenship, sympathetic
understanding of di≠erent fields of in-
quiry and professions, a consideration of
moral choices, and an understanding of
di≠erent cultures and languages.

Unfortunately, this idea of a liberal ed-
ucation seems to the authors either
anachronistic or beyond their grasp; their
discussion forms the weakest part of the
book. They refer to the “fragility” of lib-
eral education and only fleetingly admit
that they themselves must return to its
convictions: “professionalism broadly un-
derstood provides its own avenues back
to liberal education.” In other words, vo-
cationalism does have a place for “ethical
issues…an approach to history…concep-
tions of work relative to other spheres of
life” and “civic responsibilities.”

Their answer to the malaise hitting vo-
cationalism, especially in high schools, is
more vocationalism, though bolstered
with the very aims and goals currently
jettisoned in the name of market forces—
a smarter vocationalism, absent “Hyper
Voc” and attuned to real opportunities,
rather than to what people who want to
sell schools something have defined as
“opportunities.” Grubb and Lazerson be-
lieve that more “ internships…service
learning, and other forms of work-based
experience” would enhance most sectors
of higher education.

They, like Cuban, maintain that too
great an expectation has been placed on

public education and on America’s
schools in general: “Treating education as
the exclusive avenue to increased equality
is a terrible mistake.” Our educational
system is expected to level the playing
field and to solve social and economic is-
sues that in reality require multiple poli-
cies aside from school reform. Grubb and
Lazerson call instead for a “Foundational
State”—not (they insist) a welfare state,
but one that has decent (i.e., not today’s)
healthcare, tax, housing, urban develop-
ment, race, and social policies.

Cuban sounds many of these themes
(with fewer internal contradictions) as
they arise in the link between businesses
and public-school reform (K-12), a link
dating to the late nineteenth century. In
the last 20 years, “Educators borrowed
from the corporate closet innovations
that industrial leaders claimed had
turned around Ford Motor Company,
General Electric, and other major firms.”
These innovations include “strategic
planning, restructuring units, participa-
tory management…and linking salaries to
outcomes.” He argues that business lead-
ers could do much to improve schools (as
a few have), but that in the last 25 years,
“Well-organized, politically powerful
groups holding defective theories of ac-

tion aimed at effecting school reforms
trump facts time and again.” Many busi-
ness leaders have heavily financed the
promulgation of faulty theories, often
through political agendas and candi-
dates. Cuban (professor emeritus at
Stanford’s school of education) claims,
with data to support the finding, that
“ no body of evidence demonstrates
clearly that students learn more, faster,
or better by using computers.”

Like Grubb and Lazerson, he believes
that in an era when students are often

treated as products rather than as people,
civic and ethical education needs revival.
When Cuban was a superintendent of
schools in Virginia, for example, his dis-
trict did a huge daily business with local
firms, but the chamber of commerce re-
peatedly snubbed any idea of increasing
the school budget. After several years,
Cuban resigned from the chamber.

The logic of current reforms, Cuban
maintains, emphasizes only what can be
quantified, often in standardized (usually
multiple-choice) tests: “In the steady
push from business leaders for higher aca-
demic standards, more testing, and hold-
ing students and educators responsible
for outcomes, policymakers (and parents)
have endorsed a system of schooling that
has hardened traditional forms of school
organization and narrowed classroom
pedagogies.” This rigidity ironically ig-
nores several skills crucial to job success,
such as the ability to speak and write ef-
fectively and the ability to work well in
small groups. Teachers feel forced to
teach to the test. Cuban spent many years
teaching in a public high school and, per-
haps as a result, his book is su≠used with
hands-on wisdom and direct talk: no ed-
speak here. He’s not polemical and readily
admits that others who have not devoted
their lives to his profession may have dif-
ferent yet important views. 

Cuban urges six steps: tone down the
business rhetoric (akin to getting rid of
“HyperVoc”); target schools in poor rural
and urban areas; encourage teachers to
own reforms, rather than react to them;
restore civic engagement; revive commu-
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Too great an expectation has 
been placed on public education and 
on America’s schools in general.

C H A P T E R  &  V E R S E
A correspondence corner for not-so-famous lost words

Joel Bresler seeks early uses of “Drink-
ing Gourd” by African Americans as a
name for the Big Dipper. He writes that
the song “Follow the Drinking Gourd,”
first published in 1928, is said to have
been used by the Underground Railroad
(runaway slaves were supposedly told
to “follow the drinking gourd” constel-
lation north to freedom), but he has
been unable to find earlier examples in
slave testimonies or elsewhere.

“’Twas brillig and the Swastikoves”
(March-April 1997). J.M. Sykes has iden-

tified a long-sought “Jabberwocky” par-
ody as “Grabberwochy,” by Michael Bar-
sley, printed in Poets at Play (Methuen,
1942), an anthology by Cyril Alington,
then dean of Durham Cathedral. The
correct opening of this anti-Nazi version
runs: “ ’Twas Danzig, and the Swasti-
koves/ Did heil and hittle in the reich….”
A slightly di≠erent text appears at http://
waxdog.com/jabberwocky/nazi.html.

Send inquiries and answers to “Chapter
and Verse,” Harvard Magazine, 7 Ware
Street, Cambridge 02138.
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nity service in businesses; and enhance
job training in businesses (even few well-
to-do corporations spend more than 1 or 2
percent of their budgets on training).

Each book charts the decline—today,
often the absence—of earlier educational
ideals, sacrificed to a newly narrowed
market regime: one that, in the end, sub-
verts the health and long-term prosperity
of the nation. Society is more than its
economy; it also includes beliefs, judg-
ments, ethical decisions, acts of tolerance,
acts of curiosity, and acts of charity. Edu-
cation addresses all these factors.

Each book champions a return to edu-
cation as a set of multiple goals. It is
about time this idea received more atten-
tion. These authors argue that money and
private economic gain are indeed part of
those educational goals, but do not and
should not comprise all of them. The rela-
tionship between education and the
economy should not be one of merger but
of contract. The market and the schools
are two overlapping but di≠erent sys-
tems, and each will contribute more to
the health of the other by recognizing
those genuine di≠erences. Together they

have a common, broader goal, one that
neither alone can fully e≠ect: a more pros-
perous and a more just society.   

James Engell, Gurney professor of English and
professor of comparative literature, chairs the de-
partment of English and American literature and
language at Harvard. His book (with Anthony
Dangerfield) Saving Higher Education in
the Age of Money (University of Virginia
Press) will be published in April; a preliminary
treatment, “The Market-Model University: Hu-
manities in the Age of Money,” appeared in this
magazine’s May-June 1998 issue. 

M
ichael crichton’s State of Fear
is less a novel than a forum for
the author to rail against what
he perceives as environmental
extremism. The book targets

particularly those who believe that global
warming poses a threat that should be
taken seriously. But other issues also draw
fire. The ban on chlorofluorocarbons
(CFCs) implicated in reducing the e≠ec-
tiveness of the Earth’s protective ozone
layer “harmed Third World people by
eliminating cheap refrigerants so that
their food spoiled more often and more of
them died of food poisoning.” The ban on
DDT was “arguably the greatest tragedy of
the twentieth century.… Since the ban,
two million people a year have died un-
necessarily from malaria, mostly children.”
He also takes shots at those who would
promote protection of giant sequoias:
concerns about loss of global biodiversity,
he posits, are ill informed. Worried about
the population explosion? Relax: “The
people of 2100 will be much richer than we
are, consume more energy, have a smaller
population, and enjoy more wilderness

than we have today.”
You get the idea.

It would be rela-
tively easy to respond
to Crichton if his
views were expressed

in a traditional science or policy forum. It
is more di∞cult to react when his philos-
ophy is communicated by fictional char-
acters committed to saving the world
from a surreal terrorist plot hatched by a
shady environmental organization
known as the National Environmental
Resource Fund (NERF).

In brief, NERF has organized a confer-
ence to promote public awareness of the
threat of sudden climate change. The plot
involves engineering
a series of climate
disasters, including a
tsunami induced by
triggering a landslide
on a deep trench in
the Pacific Ocean.
The tsunami would
be timed to cause a
wall of water up to 60
feet high to crash on
the California coast
just when the world’s
media are assembled
at the conference to
hear the experts ex-
pound on the dangers
of sudden climate
change. What better
way to promote a
state of fear and in-
crease donations?

On the other hand, who in their right
mind would accept that a tsunami could
have anything to do with climate change?
Did the recent tsunami-induced disaster
in South Asia contribute in any meaning-
ful way to the public discourse on the
threat of human-induced climate change?
We doubt it. But the novelist enjoys more
license than the scientist or policy analyst! 

Crichton’s perspective is presented in
Socratic fashion in the novel by a few key
characters. Richard Kenner is a 39-year-
old man-for-all-seasons on leave from a
tenured professorship at MIT. He has
earned a doctorate from Caltech at 20 and
then a J.D. from Harvard Law School in
two years, rather than the customary
three. Along the way, he has established
his expertise as a world-class skier and
mountain climber and as an adviser to the

Overheated Rhetoric
A new novel misrepresents global warming and distorts science.

by michael b. mcelroy and daniel p. schrag

Michael Crichton
’64, M.D. ’69, 
State of Fear (Harper-
Collins, $27.95).
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