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In June, 2007 the U.S. Supreme Court decided 5 to 4 against the Seattle School District’s practice of using race as a tie-breaker for student assignment (PICS, 2007).  The Court invoked history in support of its decision, declaring: “When it comes to using race, history will be heard.”  Clearly that history was contested, however.  Parties on both sides made historical arguments, with reference not only to the legal precedent of Brown and other Court decisions, but the specific social, educational, and legal histories of segregation, desegregation, citizenship, race relations, and school reform in Seattle and Louisville, the other defendant in the case.  (For a different version of Seattle’s history than that contained in the decision, see the “Alliance for Education” Amicus Brief.)   

The PICS decision marks the end of an era.  For more than five decades, the legacy of the “common school ideal”—with its historic promise of universality, equal educational opportunity, and equal citizenship—has been wrapped up in the desegregation project as defined by Brown.  Although the desegregation plans of the 1970s have been abandoned for a decade or more in many cities, including Seattle, their rhetorical remnants often provide the only guide to what equal education opportunity means in current contexts.  Given the official demise of the premises upon which such policies were based, the question of what the historical promise of the common school means is again an open question.


In this class, we examine the PICS decision and its implications, both in the specific socio-geographical context of Seattle, and in the broader history of education in the United States.  In a 2004 article commemorating the Brown decision, Lani Guiner argued that to understand why Brown did not live up to its promise, we must learn to decipher the peculiar power of racism to remake itself in changing contexts.  Particularly striking, in this regard, is her insight into the ways that the reproductive power of racism has undermined support for public schooling itself.  

Other scholars similarly see public schools as in political crisis.“The public school system, as we have known it, may not survive into the next century,” wrote David Mathews in his article, “The Lack of a Public for Public Schools.” David Labaree made a similar point in his article, “Public Goods, Private Goods.”  The central problems of American education, he argues, “are not pedagogical or organizational or social or cultural in nature but are fundamentally political. That is, the problem is not that we do not know how to make schools better, but that we are fighting among ourselves about what goals schools should pursue.” (p. 40). 

What is your response to these arguments regarding the ongoing viability of public schools?  Have we indeed lost a sense of the public purposes of schooling?  If so, what is at stake in such a loss of public purpose?  What can we learn from past conflicts about the desirability of, and prospects for, the renewed legitimacy for public schools? Is the common school ideal still viable?
