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The Purpose of Education





Four Views 

on the 

Purpose of 

Education

The purpose of education has always been to every one, in essence, the 

same—to give the young the things they need in order to develop in an 

orderly, sequential way into members of society. Any education is, in its 

forms and methods, an outgrowth of the needs of the society in which it 

exists.” – Dewey

“Under the Providence of God, our means of education are the grand 

machinery by which the 'raw material' of human nature can be worked up 

into inventors and discoverers, into skilled artisans and scientific farmers, 

into scholars and jurists, into the founders of benevolent institutions, and 

the great expounders of ethical and theological science” – Mann

“The function of education is to teach one to think intensively and to 

think critically. But education which stops with efficiency may prove the 

greatest menace to society. The most dangerous criminal may be the 

man gifted with reason but no morals. ... We must remember that 

intelligence is not enough. Intelligence plus character—that is the goal 

of true education.” – MLK





The Old 

Deluder

Satan Act

of 1647

• Required towns of 50 or more 

families to hire and maintain a 

teacher and towns of 100 families to 

have a grammar school to prepare 

children for university.

• The law was not popular throughout 

New England and it was not really 

followed, but it did set the 

precedent for the local and 

community responsibility for 

education.

• PURPOSE: Mandated community 

schools to make sure that children 

were instructed in religion. 



K-12 
EDUCATION 
1700-1840

• Primarily privately funded by parents 

through fees

• Totally locally “run”

• Sectarian academies and itinerant teachers

• Very disparate – huge differences in 

education between New England and the 

South, between men and women and 

between black and white

• Bill 79 in 1779 – A bill for the general 

diffusion of knowledge by Jefferson

• PURPOSE: Education as a means to ensure 

a stable democracy



K-12 
EDUCATION 
1840-1890

• Horace Mann and the rise of 

“Common Schools”

• Agrarian calendar

• James Blaine and the No Nothing 

Party

• 1865 New York Regents Exam

• 1867 Department of Education Act

• PURPOSE: Creating a common set of 

values



1892 - 1954



1954 - 1965



1965 - The 

Rise of the 

Federal 

Government 

in Education 

• ESEA Act of 1965

• Full Cabinet Office under Carter

• Nation at Risk – Started the era of 

reform

• Goals 2000

• NCLB

• Race to the Top

• ESSA

• We have tried everything man!

• PURPOSE: Measurement, equity,  

homogenization 



THE RESULTS OF STANDARDIZATION



4TH AND 8TH

GRADE 
READING

35% & 34%

According to the 2019 NAEP, the 

percent of American 4th and 8th

graders who are at or above 

proficient in reading.

18% & 15%



4TH AND 8TH

GRADE 
MATH

41% & 34%

According to the 2019 NAEP, the 

percent of American 4th and  8th

graders who are at or above 

proficient in math. 

20% & 14%



DROPOUTS 
2005-2016

31.3 Million

According to USDOE, the number 

of 16- to 24-year-old high school 

dropouts (status dropouts) since 

2005.









MASSIVE 
CENTRALIZATION

• A 90% drop in the 

number of school 

districts since 1940s

• Only 13,588 districts 

from more than 

double the population













Vouchers Standards
Magnet 
Schools

Charter 
Schools

Education 
Savings 

Accounts
STEM

Virtual Schools Testing
Education Tax 

Credits



Bottom-Up, 

Parent-Centered Ideas

• Micro Schools (Empowered 

Arizona Families)

• Family Pod Schooling 

• Individual tutors

• Stronger Together ATX

• Native American ESAs and 

EFS from USDOE

• Oklahoma and South 

Carolina ESA programs with 

GEER funds

• Much more homeschooling

• Hybrid homeschooling







How will we 

organize 

education in 

the future and 

what are some 

characteristics 

of what the 

best policies 

would look like 

to meet every 

child’s needs?



Questions?

Connect with me:

rcenlow@edchoice.org 




