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In an effort to increase student readiness for college and career, many States have adopted new
academic standards encouraged by education reform advocates. These standards are commonly
referred to as the Common Core Standards. Schools from States that have adopted the Common
Core Standards have been compelled to significantly restructure their existing curriculum and adjust
how they teach that curriculum. These requirements can be particularly onerous for rural schools.
Neoliberalism is the underlying political philosophy undergirding these changes in the current school
reform movement and is similar to the political philosophy that drove the changes in agricultural
policies in the mid 20th century. Neoliberal political and economic philosophy as it correlates to
education policy is buttressed by three values: (1) education fosters economic growth; (2) education
policy modeled on efficiency and business practices; (3) high stakes testing to measure what a
student has learned. These values have created an educational policy structure that attempts to
quantify student learning, teacher effectiveness and school district value. By understanding the
similarities between agricultural policies in the mid 20th century and current education policies, rural
schools and communities will be able to change the narrative surrounding the education of their
children.

What do we do? What do we do when we know that what we are doing to kids is not good? I am
reaching the end of my career and I want to do something that will change what we are doing [with
the current education reforms].

—Superintendent of Schools

Dr. Butler, since you are so easily duped with the state and federal line on the Common Core
curriculum, I have a bridge in Brooklyn I’d like to sell you. You seem to have been a poor stu-
dent of history if you are unaware that the meaning of socialism is common ownership and con-
trol of the educational process [necessary to make it all work by indoctrinating the children]. We
are moving more quickly toward that end with people who bury their head in the sand, as you
have.

—Anonymous, May 23, 2013

Correspondence should be sent to Dr. Thomas A. Butler, 4500 6th Avenue, Altoona, PA 16602. E-mail: tbutler@
iu08.org
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594 T. A. BUTLER

The above quotes capture tensions in the education reform movement in general and the debate
surrounding the Common Core State Standards specifically. The first quote by the superintendent
signifies a resistance to what is perceived to be a damaging education narrative. The latter quote
comes from the “comments” section of a blog entry that I wrote in May 2013 when I was a
superintendent of schools in a Pennsylvania community. The blog entry centered on the Common
Core and was my attempt to educate the local community about the new standards. This post
received more comments than any post that I have written in three years of blogging. The
comments reflect the passion surrounding an issue people perceive as government intrusion into
their lives. Although education issues usually do not rise to this level of public awareness, the
Common Core is an issue that transcends education. The perception of governmental interference
in citizen’s lives, along with a fear of the effect of the Common Core on cherished local schools,
led to widespread condemnation of the Common Core in 2013.

The Common Core movement reflects a historical tension experienced in rural communities
over power and privilege. The prominence of neoliberal political philosophy on policy discussions
impacting rural communities has affected rural communities in the past and is the undergirding
philosophy with current education reform initiatives. This article will define neoliberalism and
connect past policy decisions affecting rural communities with the current educational reform
efforts. Specifically, I will discuss how the neoliberal-influenced agricultural policies of the mid-
20th century parallel current education reform movements. Finally, I will discuss how education
reform initiatives that are coupled with the Common Core are affecting rural school leaders and
school districts.

NEOLIBERALISM AND GLOBALIZATION

Neoliberalism and globalization have acted together to destabilize large sections of rural America.
Neoliberalism refers to policies “that maximize the role of the markets and profit-making and
minimize the role of nonmarket institutions” (McChesney, as cited in Giroux, 2003, p. 2). Neolib-
eralism is the political philosophy that serves to drive the forces of globalization. Globalization is
a term that can be defined differently depending on the context in which it is used (Bauman, 1998).
I define globalization as the interaction between economic, cultural, and political forces across
national boundaries that lessens the political, economic, and cultural importance of small, rural
communities (Bauman, 2007; Edmondson, 2003; Harvey, 2000). Some definitions also stress the
benefits to society that open markets and competition are supposed to bring to everyone in the
world (Friedman, 2002, 2007).

NEOLIBERAL EDUCATION POLICIES

Neoliberal philosophy is complex (Treanor, 2005); however, we can concentrate on three attributes
of neoliberalism when discussing education policy. Essentially, neoliberalism as it relates to
education is grounded in three values: (1) education can foster economic growth; (2) education
practices should be modeled after business practices to become more efficient; (3) high stakes
testing can measure what a student has learned (Edmondson & Butler, 2010). Presently, the
education reform movement is dominated by this discourse. This discourse is grounded in the
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SCHOOL LEADERSHIP IN THE 21ST CENTURY 595

assumptions that: (1) increasing the human capital of students will lead to better jobs for these
students; (2) high stakes testing of students will measure the effectiveness of schools in adding
to a student’s “human capital bank”; (3) a standard, state-controlled curriculum is beneficial for
all school districts and students; (4) public shame (humiliation) of schools will force them to
become better learning environment for students; (5) schools and teachers have been unmotivated
to improve student achievement, and competency assessments will increase student, teacher, and
school-system motivation.

The current education-reform narrative couples a 19th-century factory system and a 20th-
century neoliberal political philosophy. Students (like widgets in a factory) can be calibrated
(through a common curriculum), run through quality control (benchmarking and standardized
testing), and retooled (remediated) if defects are found. If factories (schools) do not “produce” a
quality product then they will be shut down and their products (students) can be sent elsewhere to
be manufactured (educated). The threat of having a school shut down or taken over by a private
company cannot be underestimated in rural America. Schools serve as a place of civic engagement
in many rural communities and to have that space taken away, or privatized, is devastating.

EDUCATION REFORM

The current reform movement started with the publication of A Nation at Risk (National Commis-
sion on Excellence in Education) in 1983, which hinted at the neoliberal influences in education
that would soon follow. For example, the report announced that American students are being
undereducated and that American economic prosperity would decline as a result of the poor
educational system. This report explicitly tied the economic well-being of American society (and
individuals) to the performance of students in schools. In previous years, the educational system
was assailed because students were not being prepared to work in the factories (at the turn of the
20th century) or that the system was not producing enough scientists to compete with the Soviets
in the “Space Race.” In response to the launch of Sputnik by the Soviet Union, the United States
Congress passed the National Defense Education Act (NDEA, 1958). The goal of NDEA was to
encourage the educational system to produce more scientists; this in turn would help the United
States remain militarily strong and internationally dominant (Flattau et al., 2006, Kay 2009). A
Nation at Risk shifted the narrative to tie economic prosperity to educational outcomes. A Nation
at Risk used images of war to rally people around the need for changes in the educational system:
“If an unfriendly foreign power had attempted to impose on America the mediocre educational
performance that exists today,” the report stated, “we might as well have viewed it as an act of
war” (p. 7).

Throughout the 1990s and 2000s educational reformers were successful in shifting the con-
versation away from community-based issues that caused poor academic performance to three
core ideas: (1) all students are taught according to common instructional standards; (2) students
are tested throughout their academic career on their mastery of these standards; and (3) educa-
tors and schools are held accountable for the results of students on these standards. These three
foundational pieces of educational reform efforts served as the basis for the reauthorization of the
Elementary and Secondary Education Act in 2002 (known popularly as No Child Left Behind)
and the “Race to the Top” initiative in 2009. The three foundational pieces of the educational
reform movement resulted in the Common Core Standards and its associated reform efforts; the
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596 T. A. BUTLER

curriculum itself to standardize what students learn across the nation; standardized testing to
“measure” how well students have “learned” the curriculum; and a series of “accountability”
efforts to address the results of the test scores. For students this often means passing tests in
order to be promoted and to graduate; for teachers it means that (in Pennsylvania) up to 50% of
their evaluations can be based on how well students do on both state- and district-mandated tests;
and schools will be faced with competition from private vendors if their students do not meet
the politically determined benchmarks for success on the tests. Schools also face the threat of
closure if their students do not score at a certain level on the tests. This is where the neoliberal
market ideology of the education reform movement is most evident. According to proponents of
education market ideology, the marketplace will replace “failing” public schools with private or
charter schools that will provide a higher-quality, more-efficient education for children. Education
policy, however, is not the first venue in which neoliberal-influenced policy has affected rural
communities in the United States. Agriculture policies in the mid-20th century also serve as an
example of this phenomenon.

NEOLIBERAL ECONOMIC THEORY

Neoliberal economic theorists believe that the more that market forces are involved in society,
the less government will be compelled to act on issues; thus, less government interference will
lead to a freer society (Friedman, 2002). According to this view, capitalism is the force that can
lead to freedom of individuals across national boundaries. A government that interferes with the
procedures of capitalism limits the freedom of people to enter into mutually beneficial contracts.
This is the philosophy of limited government interference. This philosophy is also reflected in
free-trade agreements signed between nations. Free-trade agreements between countries allow
corporations to move their resources to whatever country offers the cheapest labor and the least
restrictive tax structure. Corporations will locate production where they can find the cheapest
labor. This has resulted in manufacturing jobs being lost in advanced industrial economies and
being relocated to less advanced, third world economies. In effect, the displaced workers in the
United States have found they are competing against third world labor markets. This is an example
of the globalization of the world economy.

Globalization and international free trade have a significant impact on the definition of free-
dom in the United States. Globalization assumes the easy transfer of money across international
borders as multinational corporations search for the cheapest labor so they can maximize their
profits. For rural schools and communities, this can mean that decisions affecting the economic
sustainability of a community can be made with little local context. Our society has yet to come
to terms with a definition of economic freedom “[where] basic economic decisions [are] made
by business leaders, investors, and currency traders without even the semblance of accountability
to any constituency but themselves” (Foner, 1998, p. 326). Economic freedom as defined by
neoliberal economic theorists simply means the right of multinational companies to maximize
their profits regardless of local community destruction with the understanding that the govern-
ment is not going to interfere. Indeed, the government is viewed as the number-one hindrance
to freedom. The effect of this definition of freedom on rural and education policy has been
devastating.
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SCHOOL LEADERSHIP IN THE 21ST CENTURY 597

AGRICULTURAL POLICY AND EFFICIENCY

The economic definition of freedom has shifted away from a focus on wage earners to a focus on
laissez-faire economics encouraging limited government interference in the economy. The result
is a framework for freedom centered on the business model and on profit making. Because the
economic meaning of freedom has shifted away from the concerns of the wage earner and local
communities, our society has adopted a framework of “efficiency” as the epitome of success.
The concept of freedom now means freedom from inefficiencies. But what is inefficiency? In
the framework of the present-day definition of freedom, inefficiency is anything that prevents
a maximum profit for a business. This includes people (wage earners), the environment, and
government. Thus, the economic definition of freedom, with its anti-government, laissez-faire
foundation (and the corresponding infatuation with efficiency) has permeated our society.

Rural communities in the United States have experienced what happens to their communi-
ties when policies centered on market ideology and “efficiency” are created and implemented.
Agricultural policy in the mid-20th century is an instructive example. Agricultural policy in the
mid-20th century created “rural ghettos” in many rural communities (Davidson, 1990). During
the 20th century agricultural policy started to favor more homogenized crop production and
encourage “efficiency” through larger farms, mechanized production, and fewer laborers. The
neoliberal mantra of “efficiency” and the belief in a self-regulating market drove agricultural
policy at the time. The end result is the devastating population loss and the “hollowing out” of
rural communities (Carr & Kefalas, 2009).

The massive migration away from farms and rural communities during the 20th century is
reflected in the number of people employed in agriculture throughout the 20th and early-21st
centuries. The resulting population loss reflects the effects of industrialization in the United
States and neoliberal agricultural policies implemented by the government. In 1900, 41% of the
workforce in the United States was employed in agriculture; in 1930 the number was 21.5%;
in 1945, 16% were employed in agriculture; in 1970 4%; and in 2000, 1.9% (Dimitri, Effland,
& Conklin, 2005). What happened during this time was that farms became more efficient by
incorporating labor-saving machinery and combining into fewer, larger farms. Agricultural labor
efficiency at the turn of the 20th century was 27.5 acres/worker; the number jumped to 740
acres/worker in 1990 (U.S. EPA, 2009). The resulting efficiency is also reflected in the number
and size of farms. During the lifetime of my grandfather (1917–2002), the number of farms in the
United States dropped from a high of 6.3 million in 1930 to 2.1 million in 2000 (Dimitri et al.,
2005).

Efficiency has also led to farms becoming larger. In the 1970s, the mantra in agriculture
was “get big or get out.” Farmers were encouraged to plant crops that would bring them the
most money in the marketplace and to plant them from “hedgerow to hedgerow.” This led to an
increase in the average size of farms from 146 acres in 1900 to 441 acres in 2000 (Dimitri et al.,
2005). While the farms became larger, the number of crops grown on the farms decreased. In an
attempt to align farming practices with neoliberal market philosophy, farmers grew fewer crops
on their land to “specialize” in products for the marketplace. This was a natural reaction to the
market created by policies encouraging “efficiency” and larger farms. The homogenization of
commodities grown on the farm is reflected in the decrease in the average number of crops grown
per farm. In 1900 an average of five commodities was grown on each farm; in 2002 the average
was 1.3 (Dimitri et al., 2005).
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598 T. A. BUTLER

Proponents of efficiency view the above numbers as a mark of progress. In other words, it is
a good thing that farms are bigger, with fewer workers and more specialization of commodities.
However, a review of the use of agricultural land makes those assertions troubling. Beginning
in the 1930s, the federal government started to pay farmers to keep land fallow. Today the
federal government pays farmers 1.8 billion dollars to keep 29 million acres of land out of
service (Hellerstein, 2012). This is obviously not an efficient use of land. Instead of land use
as the benchmark for efficiency and sustainability, neoliberal farm policy measured efficiency
by the size of farms and the commodities grown on a farm. This false efficiency in agricultural
practices led to the depopulation and ruin of many rural communities in the United States.
However, definitions of efficiency countering the dominant neoliberal definition are taking form
in rural America (Pollan, 2006). The local food movement, organic farming, and “farm to school”
programs are examples of this counternarrative.

EDUCATION AND EFFICIENCY

At the same time in the 20th century that agricultural policy makers were being influenced by
a neoliberal definition of efficiency, a similar transformation was occurring in the education
sector. Efficiency had become the holy grail of businesses at this time because of the influence
of Frederick Taylor and his “scientific management.” Taylor proposed that any job in a factory
setting could be made more efficient if one studied the job sufficiently by breaking it down into its
component parts, timing how long it would take to complete these tasks, and then changing the
original method to something more efficient. As the public and businesses became more enamored
with scientific management, public schools became a target for critics that claimed schools were
not efficient and that they should be held to the same standards as business (Callahan, 1962).

These critics claimed that the use of scientific management could make the schools more
efficient in their use of the public’s money. Training for superintendents and educational leaders
shifted from a concern for instructional and curriculum strategies to concerns solely for the school
buildings themselves (Callahan, 1962). As the critics became more influential, the crux of the
debate on public education moved away from the theory of how students learned the best and
what education meant to our society to a strict accounting of where the money was being spent
and how to make the dollar go further. Superintendents’ reports started to use graphs and business
jargon to justify the education that was taking place within their districts. One superintendent
went so far as to say that he did not know “whether music is more valuable than Greek, but
Greek was more expensive and so from a financial standpoint it was less valuable” (Callahan,
1962, p. 159). Increasingly the framework for discussions about education became the capitalistic
business model. A Frederick Taylorian view of efficiency is still influencing education reformers
today. Current reform efforts to measure a teacher’s performance (worth) and pay based on
student performance are an example. By coupling student test scores with a teacher’s evaluation,
education reformers want to prove whether the return on investment for a particular teacher is
positive or negative.

Educational leaders that I interact with in rural areas do not view the Common Core alone
as the most intrusive educational “reform.” The reason is that their curriculum is aligned to the
Pennsylvania standards, which, in turn, are closely aligned to the Common Core. In other words,
most of the hard work of alignment is complete. Although the Common Core is creating work
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SCHOOL LEADERSHIP IN THE 21ST CENTURY 599

as schools align their curricula, education leaders are discovering that they are dedicating time
concentrating on public relations and educating board members and the community. The larger
impacts on rural school leaders are the education reform initiatives attempting to make schools
more accountable to teaching the Common Core curriculum.

Data Collection in Schools

Pennsylvania has instituted the Pennsylvania Information Management System (PIMS) with
the stated goal to help the school systems in the Commonwealth become more efficient. By
warehousing all of the information for students in the Commonwealth, “efficiency” will increase
because reports are easier to run and transient students’ records can be more easily maintained.
This system houses all the data for every student in the state. All of the students’ personal
information, classes, grades, test scores, and other educationally related information are located
in this database. Additionally, information concerning teacher data is collected in a Teacher
Information Management System (TIMS). The management of PIMS for small rural school
districts is burdensome for three reasons. First, a school district must find a person who can
dedicate a large amount of time to managing the uploads to the Commonwealth database and
correcting the error reports associated with those uploads. This is a financial hardship, because
many districts are forced to hire someone for the explicit purpose of managing PIMS. Second, the
schools have many different student information management systems (SIMS). These systems
have to communicate with the PIMS system, and oftentimes they do not communicate well. The
resulting errors must be corrected so that the school can be credited with turning its information
in on time. Third, in Pennsylvania the data collected from PIMS is now directly tied into funds
that the district receives from the Commonwealth. The importance of the last point cannot be
underestimated. Whereas schools in the past may have viewed PIMS as an annoyance, they
now recognize it as essential to their survival because state money is tied to the accuracy of the
information sent to PIMS.

Teacher Evaluation

Educators want a rigorous evaluation system. Educators that I have known in my career want to
improve their practice and have meaningful feedback on their impact on students. After all, the
most important acts in education occur when teachers shut their doors and start interacting with
students. All of us involved in education want to assure that once teachers close the door, they
have the skills, knowledge, and ability to facilitate learning in the classroom. Educators also want
accountability in teacher evaluations. If a teacher cannot perform, then it is the moral duty of
the school system to assure that teacher is not in the classroom. Starting conversations between
teachers and their supervisors centered on classroom and professional practice is essential in any
teacher evaluation system. However, going beyond this framework and attempting to quantify
“teacher effectiveness” through the use of student performance on standardized tests creates
a burden for small rural schools. Creating teacher effectiveness models that are rigorous and
based on best practices can be accomplished without attempting to quantify teacher effectiveness
through student achievement data.
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600 T. A. BUTLER

Teacher evaluations tied to student test scores has become the norm across the nation. The
theory is that every teacher can “add value” (as determined by student test scores) to a student
every year. If a teacher does not add value to a student, then (the theory goes) that should be
reflected in the evaluation. The “value-added” work by William Sanders in Tennessee is the
model for new teacher evaluation systems (Ravitch, 2013). Although there are questions about
the validity of this approach (Ravitch, 2013), there are two concerns that small, rural school
districts have with this teacher-evaluation approach.

First, the data input that is necessary to reflect what is actually occurring in the classroom
is onerous. For example, if two teachers are “co-teaching” a class, how does the school system
reflect that interaction in the data management system? Is teacher “A” responsible for 10%, 20%,
or 70% of the test scores of that class? In Pennsylvania, if the percentage goes above a certain point
then the teacher must be “highly qualified,” which opens another area of concern for the school.
In many small schools, classes are being shared between schools and school districts. How do the
school systems reflect this reality in the data management system? Although there are solutions
to all of these problems, they still must be reviewed and debated before a solution is determined.
This often involves multiple consultations with different vendors of data management software,
the Commonwealth, and administrators from different schools or school districts. In other words,
districts need to provide resources and valuable time to create the solutions. In districts where
central office staff are wearing multiple hats (with superintendents also serving as principals,
business managers, etc.), the time required to match the data to classroom practice takes time
away from actually educating students.

The drive for efficient operations in school systems by data collection and evaluation systems
reflects the efficiency movement in agriculture. As a result, rural communities will relive the
decoupling of the schools from their communities similar to the decoupling of their communities
as a result of a farm policy which encouraged larger and more “efficient” operations. As schools
align their curricula to one based on a national standards model, it will become a challenge to
maintain local influences on what is taught in the schools. As student success becomes valued in
standardized test scores, there is a danger that students will become mere data points disconnected
from the communities in which they live. Teachers who are evaluated based on student test scores
become a cog in a system to impart knowledge to students. Finally, schools become “efficiency
factories” as their worth (and survival) depend on student test scores while deemphasizing local
communities. After all, what is tested (nationwide standards) is what is taught.

CONCLUSION

To prevent further eroding of rural communities, the education reforms currently being cham-
pioned by education reformers must be significantly altered to reflect the true needs of rural
communities. Rural educators intuitively realize that these educational reforms will have the
same detrimental effects as agricultural policies of the past. Closing schools that do not meet
the “efficiency” requirements harkens back to consolidating farms throughout the 20th century.
In many ways, the threat of closing schools in rural communities is a continuation of the agri-
cultural policies of the past 60 years. The theory that market efficiency will solve problems that
are unique to rural communities did not work for agriculture and will not work for education in
rural communities. Rural schools and communities must change the narrative of the education
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SCHOOL LEADERSHIP IN THE 21ST CENTURY 601

reform movement to reflect the ideals and needs of their communities. Rural education leaders
can change the narrative by looking within their communities for educational value and empow-
ering their communities to change. Offering a common space in schools for the community to
interact (Theobald, 1997) and creating a “place-based” education curriculum (Sobel, 2005) are
good places to start. Regardless of the method, rural education leaders are uniquely positioned to
counter the dominant narrative of education reform and save their schools and communities.
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