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 Since 1955, Libertarian-minded policymakers have argued the role of government in 

education is not to subsidize specific work-related study. Milton Friedman famously wrote, 

“vocational or professional education has no [positive] neighborhood effects… [and the] 

investment in human beings cannot be financed on the same terms or with the same ease as 

investment in physical capital” (1955, pp. 135-136). However, to achieve the free and competitive 

market for which he championed, subsidized education simply must expand to facilitate this 

considerable undertaking. Though it may prove difficult to measure the positive “neighborhood 

effects,”underinvestment is no longer an option, as a market cannot thrive without competition, 

innovation, and professionalism. It stands to reason, therefore, the way to cultivate generations 

that are literate and employable—a pillar of education advocated by Friedman and decades of 

policymakers—the role of government in K-12 education should not only encompass professional 

and vocational skills, but must grow at least at the rate of the expansion of American capitalist 

marketplace.  

 To varying degrees, there has already been considerable adaptation of the government’s 

supervisory role in education. Still, it is important to trace the origins of American public 

education: The Massachusetts School Laws of 1642 and 1647, respectively, which continue to 

serve as the country’s foundation for the system. There are clear issues with this, including the 

religious nature of the Massachusetts School laws, which have repeatedly allowed conservative 

values groups to debate the issue of school prayer (Bernstein, 1996; The New York Times, 2000). 

Moreover, it is imperative to understand their emphases on social cohesion and doctrinal 

uniformity. These motivations are especially troubling and play critical roles in contemporary 

educational policy. As funding for public schools is largely paid for by the taxes of their 
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immediately neighboring citizens, the inadvertent—but perhaps intentional—consequence is 

another form of doctrinal uniformity: creating a culture in favor of the privileged while making it 

increasingly difficult for outsiders to amass the education or wealth necessary to elevate their 

social standing. For this exact reason, students’ academic performances overwhelmingly reflect 

their socioeconomic statuses; in other words, “good schools aren’t doing that much good, and 

bad schools aren’t doing that much bad… in virtually every big city in the country” (Traub, 2000).  

 Arguably, the Massachusetts School Laws of 1642 and 1647 failed in their attempts at 

doctrinal uniformity because the objective was overly narrow. Puritans of the time thought if 

people learned to read the Bible, they would learn to adopt the Puritan interpretation of the 

Bible. Naturally, one may learn to read, but enforcing a strict, intangible interpretation of a single 

book would be difficult for any educator. Policymakers have unmistakably learned from this 

miscalculation, as the contemporary counterpart of this attempt at social cohesion has more 

sinister intentions, which have been woven into the fabric of American society.  

 Formalized othering was further legitimized in the Oregon Statute of 1922. Americans of 

the time were less concerned with religious freedom and had not yet arrived at the Civil Rights 

Movement—so racial, cultural, and community homogeneity remained paramount. This desire 

for social cohesion was presented “[u]nder the guise of guaranteeing universal patriotism” 

(Holsinger, 1968) in a time period remembered for its unusually enthusiastic nativism. The streak 

of nativism was largely informed by a communal fear: The Red Scare. Nonetheless, The Supreme 

Court struck down this decision in 1925 with Pierce v. Society of Sisters, in which it paradoxically 

protected otherness—private schools—while highlighting this fearful zeitgeist in the verbiage of 

the decision. It is critical to acknowledge the overtly patriotic language in the Court’s 
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determination, indicative of a collective worry about subversive teachers. Though The Supreme 

Court ultimately sided on behalf of private schools, thereby protecting the marketplace and 

perhaps individuality, it is also imperative to note the evolution and power of fear of others as a 

legislative influence.  

 Thirty years after Pierce v. Society of Sisters, Milton Friedman expanded upon the fear of 

assimilation by advocating school choice. Friedman conceded the need for funding K-12 

education for civic and economics reasons but saw no government imperative to effect social 

cohesion through integration. This is evident in the 1955 footnote regarding forced 

desegregation, which was intentionally removed in a later publication of Friedman’s essay as a 

chapter of his book, Capitalism and Freedom (1962). The essence of the argument is to forego 

forced desegregation efforts because the social issues will resolve themselves. Economically, this 

is un unsustainable model because historically underserved schools “are less likely to have 

experienced teachers, advanced courses, instructional materials and adequate facilities, 

according to the United States Department of Education's Office for Civil Rights” (Hannah-Jones, 

2016). Socially, too, this proved false, with segregation causing violent riots in Birmingham, 

Alabama in 1963–not to mention violent crimes against peoples of certain races, ethnicities, and 

religions currently on the rise in the United States.  

 The twenty-first century has also seen some backtracking and a host of related 

consequences. In Zelman v. Simmons-Harris (2002). The Supreme Court ruled the voucher 

program in Cleveland, Ohio did not violate the Establishment Clause of the First Amendment, 

despite an overwhelming majority of vouchers functionally funding religious schools. In his 

dissent, Justice John Paul Stevens provocatively asks, “[i]s it a law that authorizes the use of public 
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funds to pay for the indoctrination of thousands of grammar schoolchildren in particular religious 

faiths a ‘law respecting the establishment of religion’ within the meaning the First Amendment?” 

Justice Stevens’s chief concern is indoctrination, because what are the affects of systemic 

doctrinal uniformity at the elementary school level versus in higher education? Which student 

demographic is more likely to influenced by the endeavors and thus more likely to mold a 

predictable, homogenous future? 

 Moreover, the backtracking in Zelman v. Simmons-Harris (2002) also lies in the mystifying 

belief that school choice is a panacea for a broken system. When ninety percent of students are 

failing to meet basic academic requirements—also highlighted in Justice Steven’s dissent—the 

scores are far more likely to reflect a student’s socioeconomic status than his, her, or their school 

environment, and this was well-documented by 2002. In 2000, The New York Times referenced 

a survey conducted by sociologist James Coleman, which “found that everything schools did 

accounted for only 5 to 35 percent of the variation in students’ academic performances, [and] 

disadvantaged students were at the higher end of the scale” (Traub, 2000). It stands to reason, 

therefore, offering students a refurbished scholastic opportunity may marginally improve their 

academic capacities, but the actual problem—the one Traub claims “no [politician]… can reckon 

with [is] the seemingly intractable nature of inner-city poverty” (2000). The United States must 

reconcile the profound, sweeping impacts of fear, prejudice, and poverty if the lasting change 

can ever be realized.  

The modern implications of fear as a perpetuating force of doctrinal uniformity are seen 

in everyday American life. In 2017, white women made seventy-nine cents on the dollar to their 

male counterparts; black women made sixty-seven cents, and Latinx women made fifty-eight 
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cents. Similarly, women comprise only twenty-three percent of C-level occupations, and only four 

percent of those are women of color (US Census Bureau, 2017). Women, and especially women 

of color, overwhelmingly operate at a significant financial disadvantage. Melinda Gates’s 

foundation, Equality Can’t Wait, reports it will take 208 years for The United States to achieve 

pay equality for women (TIME, 2019). When examining these statistics, one must account for the 

systemic suppression of women and people of color, which calls back to the doctrinal uniformity 

of the Massachusetts School Laws, fear catalyzing The Pierce Compromise, and certainly in the 

maintenance of status quo purported by Milton Friedman.  

 Restructuring educational policy is no longer an option; it is a necessity. Considering the 

current climate in which parents vie for their students to earn coveted spots at revered 

preschools and kindergartens—while others vigorously campaign for the opportunity to even 

receive childcare or attend pre-kindergarten—it is indicative of a morbid problem. To argue the 

purpose of all education—not just the elite—is for anything other than to earn gainful 

employment is unreasonable. To argue the market is best served when left to its own devices but 

allow it to systematically deny opportunity and access based on historical inequities and 

geography is unconscionable. 
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