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Prologue

In 2001, President George W. Bush signed the No Child Left Behind Act
(NCLB), which increased the federal commitment to education to unprecedented levels
by using the federal government to hold states, districts, and schools more accountable.
Proponents praise the administration for finally holding schools and teachers responsible
for every student’s performance. Yet since its inception, this policy has been hig-hly
controversial. Critics call it an under-funded mandate that demands unrealistic success
and relies too heavily on standardized testing. The federal role in education is at the
center of policy debate today because of NCLB. Education policy, indeed, has always
been a fundamental issue in American politics.

No Child Left Behind is historically driven. It is a reauthorization of the
Elementary and Secondary Schools Act (ESEA) of 1965. Part of President Lyndon B.
Johnson’s War on Poverty, ESEA provided an unprecedented Ievel of federal education
funding. That law could not have been passed without precedent set in 1958, when the
National Defense Education Act (NDEA) built the foundation of significant federal
financing for public education. Looking at the history of federal education policy
informs the current and ongoing debates about education.

In 2005, the Bush Administration proposed a new version of NDEA. The plan
would provide fellowships and grants for math, science, and foreign language programs
as many of the Pentagon’s experts approach retirement. The issue at stake in this

authorization plan—increasing federal control of education for the purposes of national

security—is the very issue that shaped NDEA almost half a century ago. An



understanding of NDEA is, therefore, crucial for a comprehensive understanding of the
relationship among the federal government, education, and national security."

Consideration of the goals of American education is essential to the study of
education policy. As Political Scientists Jennifer Hochschild and Nathan Scovronick have
articulated, in American society there are generally two categorical goals of education:
individual and collective. Individually, the goals of education include helping one reach
his or her potential and preparing each American to be successful in his or her endeavors.
Indeed, over the course of the twenticth century, public education has become widely
recognized as a right of citizenship. On the other hand, education also serves collective
goals. Education develops and enriches individuals who will contribute to society and
become effective voters. The nation’s overall progress and security depends on
successfully educating the best and the brightest to prepare future leaders and
innovators.? Of the two overarching aims of education in the United States, the National
Defense Education Act relates to the latter.

The primary objectives of the National Defense Education Act were collective.
NDEA provided unprecedented federal funding to improve math, science, and foreign
language programs in American schools and universities in an effort to accelerate
performance and expertise to provide for national defense and serve the national interest

during the Cold War. Rather than seeking the individual success of every American for

equality’s sake, as Congress did with ESEA in 1965, the underlying aims of NDEA were

! Jeffery Brainard, “Defense Dept. Hopes to Revive Sputnik-Era Science-Education Program,”
Chronicle for Higher Education 51, iss. 36 (2005): A18.

2 Jennifer Hochschild and Nathan Scovronick, The American Dream and Public Schools (New York:
Oxford University Press, 2003), 1-9.

o ._‘.-‘-AAAA.........“‘.‘.\‘\*&



e T AR AT R W T wWww W W

(o collectively protect the nation. Through NDEA, educating individual students was a
means to the ends of national security and global supremacy.

NDEA can only be appropriately understood when analyzed in the context of the
Cold War. The Cold War was the geopolitical battle between the United States and the
Sovict Union; it was the ideological battle of capitalism and democracy versus planned
cconomies and international communism. The contest emerged out of WWII in 1945 and
ended with he dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1991. Although the United States and
the Soviet Union never engaged in direct military conflict, they competed with one
another for cconomic and political influence all over the world. Moreover, both
superpowers engaged their militaries in forcign civil wars and other peripheral conflicts

to prevent their opponent from expanding its influence.’

The space race, an informal competition of rocket and space technology between
the U.S. and U.S.S.R., was central to the Cold War. While the roots of this competition
lie in the strategic arms race, it materialized as a significant issue in the minds of most
Americans in 1957, after the launch of the Sputnik, the first artificial satellite made by the
Russians. For the first time, many Americans perceived that they were “behind” in the
space race.* As the country sought to explain this problem, a consensus emerged that
improving education would allow the U.S. to regain its lead. This consensus manifested
into a policy that still has lingering impacts today, both for the precedent it set in federal

control of education, and for the relationship it created between the goals of national

defense and the goals of public schools.

3 Stephan E. Ambrose, Rise to Globalism: American Foreign Policy Since 1938 (New York: Penguin

Books, 1997), passim.
1 Barbara Clowse, Brainpower for the Cold War (Westport: Greenwood Press, 1981), 17-28.
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That link between the country'’s foreign policy objectives and its public education
system persists today. Themes and aspects of NDEA stilf permcate the education
community and discourse. First, there is a debate at UCSE regarding the University of
California’s cooperation with the federal government on the sescarch and developrnent of
nuclear weapons, This close relationship between research universitics and the
government significantly increased with the passage of NDEA. Federal money flowing
into universities skyrocketed to conduct rescarch in the name of national defense. Second,
federally funded Janguage training programs in China, India and the Middle East are
promoted at UCSB for students interested in public service. Indeed, federal support for
the foreign language development originates with NDEA. Area studics programs across
the nation receive federal funds that originated with NDEA. Third, themes and remnants
of NDEA constantly show up in contemporary debates regarding federal funding,
standardized tests and statistics, and the purposes of education. Certainly, all of these

topics are interesting and pivotal aspects of American education, politics, and society.



S T T TV eeeded I

I. Introduction
The National Defense Education Act (NDEA) of 1958, which provided federal
funding to improve math, science, and foreign language instruction and achievement,
marked a pivotal turning point in American education. At the post secondary level, it
provided students with loans and fellowships and paid universities to build new language
centers. In elementary and secondary schools, NDEA provided financial assistance to

improve instruction, expand counseling services, experiment with new media, and collect

better data and statistics.”

Together, these programs constituted the largest federal aid-to-education policy
the United States had ever seen. Although the federal government played a limited role in
education before 1958, the historical moment opened a window for policy change on an
unprecedented scale. Issues of constitutionality, religion, segregation, and local control
had long hinderg:d federal policymaking. Yet, when the Russians launched Sputnik on
Octobef 4" 1957, the subsequent debate in the media and on Capital Hill led Americans
to believe that the way to overc-omc this perceived defeat and win the Cold War was to
improve education. And the best way to address the “educational emergency” was to
provide federal assistance.

The historical context in which NDEA emerged mattered. The geopolitical
contest between the United States and the Soviet Union, namely the Cold War,
dominated political discourse. The launching of Sputnik was a significant blow to
American confidence. The post-Sputnik popular sentiment allowed for such

unprecedented policy to emerge. Furthermore, the ongoing education debate mattered to

the policy. Members of the educational community had called for federal aid for decades.

5 U.S. Congress. National Defense Education Act. (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1958).
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Most Americans, however, still feared federal control of education. It took a particular
historical moment for NDEA to emerge: Sputnik provided the impetus to turn the ideas of
educational experts into legislation.

NDEA was defined not only by its provisions and passage but also by its
interpretation and mobilization that occurred in its implementation. Congress laid out a
vision that would only be completed by federal agencies, primarily the Office of
Education (OE).® U.S. Commissioner of Education Lawrence Derthick and his staff
astutely set goals using particular methods and tactics. Re-evaluation and continued
correspondence with Congress, experts, and the general public showed that policymaking
was a conversation. While the Office of Education pointed to its early success, critics
argued that OE was violating the Congressional vision: to provide federal aid without
exerting federal control. Nevertheless, OE broke new ground and implemented the
provisions in an impressive timeframe. More importantly, it laid administrative precedent
for subsequent federal education policy.

To understand the complete story, onec must examine NDEA in praqticc at the
local level. As a case study, the experience of Los Angeles City Schools provides insight
into NDEA in practice. In Los Angeles County, NDEA’s counseling provisions led to
significant change as federal money found its way almost immediately into budgets. On
the other hand, documents show that an emphasis in science and creating “Cold
Warriors” was already underway before 1958.

The theory behind NDEA was that federal aid would accelerate the capacity and

performance of American youth who would grow up and win the Cold War. Although the

¢ Congress did not create the independent Department of Education until 1979. In the era of NDEA, the
U.S. Office of Education, within the Department of Health, Education, and Welfare, was responsible for
facilitating education in the United States.
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success ol this theory is hard (o evalvale quantitatively, it is clear tiat NIDEA inade 2
difference to American education, It provided precedence for further and snore exsensive
federal education policy. It contributed to the ongoing educations) refors srremen
alrcady underway. And it made a difference to many students once put inbg prastios, S e
manifestations of NDEA in schools and classrooms, however, were not a5 ismnedigie or
sweeping as Congress had hoped.

A rich literature exists involving NDEA in the context of the Cold War,
educational reform movements, and the Congressional debates surrounding the
legislation. However, scholars have yel (o thoroughly examine the implementation of
NDEA in public schools. This study provides new primary source analysis into federal
implementation through the Office of Education and examines Los Angeles City Schools
as a case study for local practice to contribute to the narrative of this pivotal moment in
American Education. Careful analysis shows thal implementation through these
institutions mattered significantly to the outcome of policy. This study confirms that the
most important legacy of NDEA was its precedence for more expansive federal policy.
But this study also shows new evidence that the most important aspect of that precedence
was the groundwork laid threw implementation. The Jines of communication and
procedures used by OE, state educalion agencies, and local school districts were
particularly important to NDEA's crucial precedence. Furthermore, scholars have
overlooked the impact of NDEA on individual school districts. Although a relatively

small number of students and schools directly benefited, for many, NDEA did make a

difference to their education. To better understand NDEA, it is first necessary to examine
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the roots of federal education policy, its long term opposition, and the educational

discourse in which NDEA emerged.
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IL. Problems with Federal Aid to Education

The long history of signifcant opposition surrounding federal aid to education
made the breakthrough of NDEA remarkable. First and foremost, the Constitution does
not mention education. In the late eighteenth century, education had little national
implications in the largely agricultural and mercantile society. The framers were fearful
of creating an oppressive government as they broke away from England. Therefore, when
the Constitution was drafted, education did not become part of the constitutional
framework because it did not fall under the sphere of federal government. Public
education, and especially the rights to a universal public education, only developed from
the 1820s forward. The advents of the Industrial Revolution in the nineteenth century,
and even more importantly, the technological revolution in the twentieth century, have
made education increasingly important to the nation.”

To overcome constitutional obstacles, federal policymakers justified education
policy through the implied powers clause of the constitution. Althou gh not explicitly
mentioned, the federal government used the implied power to make education policy
because education was essential to expressed elements of the Constitution. Initially,
presidents created e&ucation policy in the name of the democracy and citizenship
provided by the Constitution. Next, presidents created education policy to provide for the
industrial and technological economy. Finally, especially after World War I, the federal
government made significant education policy in the name of national defense.®

Second, religion was a significant barrier for federal aid to education. The First

Amendment to the Constitution ensures the separation of church and state. Nevertheless,

7 Maurice R. Berube, American Presidents and Education (New York: Greenwood Press, 1991), 3-28.
8 Ibid., 3-41.
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parochial schools began to make demands for federal money to match the contributions
to public schools in the post-World War II era. There was a wide spectrum of responses.
For instance, Senator Robert Taft, Republican of Ohio, argued that, so long as funds first
went to the state, Congress should not be concerned if the state then decided to allocate
the money to parochial schools.” As the federal government increased its role, the issue of
religion could be avoided by assigning specific secular categories in which the money
could be spent, in both parochial and secular institutions.

Third, Americans’ preference of local control hindered federal fundin gin
education. That is, Americans believed that curriculum and the operation of schools
should Be left to local communities. As education historian Peter Dow points out
Americans have historically distrusted centralized education planning and associated
such systems with the oppressive regimes that Americans despise. Americans looked for

local control of schools to ensure democracy, local autonomy, and the promotion of
community values.' Local and state governments feared that federal funds would mean
strict constraints on how money was spent. By the 1950s, the longstanding preference for
local control was in contention with the demand of federal funding from educational
experts. To undermine the fear of federal oppression, Congress astutely included the

prohibition of federal control in Title I of NDEA.'! Nevertheless, local control advocates

continued to challenge federal policy once NDEA was implemented.

Fourth, the issue of segregation in schools has hindered federal control after

Brown v. Board of Education in 1954. This crucial Supreme Court decision ruled that

segregated schools were inherently unequal and that all schools in the United States must

4 Clowsc 42,

0 peter Dow, Schoolhouse Politics (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1991), 2.
" Clowse, 42.

o -_....‘.-.‘--............““‘*\\\\N



el e TR W TR T T W W W Wy W W W W

15

be integrated. Implementation of this judicial mandate was controversial. Many
prominent southern whites outwardly opposed the issue. Even President Eisenhower
himself was skeptical of the court’s ruling. Advocates of school desegregation saw
federal aid as an avenue to enforce segregation. The federal government could withhold
aid from segregated schools. On the other hand, proponents of segregation wanted to
maintain the status quo through their local power and, hence, fought increased federal
involvement in education. Despite these setbacks, the federal government has played a

limited role in education since the revolution.!?

12 Clowse, 43-45.








































































































































































