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ABSTRACT 

 

My dissertation is a historical inquiry, one meant to provide another piece to the 

narrative about what it means to educate and be educated in America when national 

security crises become a part of national, regional, and local educational discourses.  The 

project complicates our existing narratives about education as a means for individual 

(economic, social, and cultural) access and democratic participation, instead offering an 

alternative history accounting for the role foreign and domestic crises have had in 20th 

century educational shifts represented by the National Defense Education Act (1958), 

Elementary and Secondary Education Act (1965), A Nation at Risk: The Imperative for 

Educational Reform (1983), and Goals 2000: Educate America Act (1994).  I contend 

that the documents reflect a development of new policy written atop old policy regimes, 

and that then circulate forward national security terms (and thus, anxieties) as well as 

literacy priorities in the development how we construct (talk, represent) education. 

The research project examines each federal document through the lens of 

Demosthenes' and Cicero's crisis rhetoric first with the text's historical context; second 

with a rhetorical analysis, informed by Critical Discourse Analysis, of the entanglement 

of crisis-specific terms and the proposed aid for literate practices in the sciences and 

social sciences; and third with an outline of how the document and ideas circulated after 

publication.  I argue that the ideas and institutions attached to national security in turn 

effect broader curriculum reform and maintain cultural hegemony through public 

education.  More specifically, my argument is that Demosthenes' and Cicero's crisis 

rhetoric—a convergence of national security, anxiety, and the rhetoric of an authority 

(explained in the following chapter)—unites stakeholders across interests and thus pushes 

forward reform centered on not just improving education, but securing the nation.  

Furthermore, as I close the project, I argue that our current teaching (writing) situations 

are informed by decades-long history that promotes education as a solution for existing 

national security crises, thus narrowing our students' (and even our own) understanding 

of learning (writing). 
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Dawn of the Dread: National Security, Crisis, and the Role of Educations 

 

Education has always been a hot issue in local politics, and it's sometimes a hot issue in 

state politics as well.  But at the national level, it has not been a major issue since the 

early 1960s, when the Democrats called for federal aid to education and both parties 

stressed the need to meet the challenges represented by the Soviet Union's Sputnik. 

-- "The Politics of Education," The Washington Post (1983) 

 

I won't dwell on the obvious—that the politicizing of comp responded to movements and 

events originating outside the university, in the traditional site of the political.  They 

moved in, changed the terms in which we thought about our work, and provoked a 

"ruthless critique of all things existing," as someone once said … Writing instructors 

didn't have to politicize the field, though some did: politics flowed into the classroom, 

and only then did we begin to notice that politics had always been there. 

-- Richard Ohmann, The Politics of Writing Instruction: Postsecondary (1991), pp. xi. 

 

Education is a site of struggle and compromise.  It serves as a proxy as well as for later 

battles over what our institutions should do, whom they should serve, and who should 

make these decisions.  And, yet, by itself it is one of the major arenas in which resources, 

power, and ideology specific to policy, finance, curriculum, pedagogy, and evaluation in 

education are worked through.  
-- Michael W. Apple, Educating the "Right" Way (2006), pp. 30 

 

 

As the 2016 Conference on College Composition and Communication closed, 

Program Chair Linda Adler-Kassner shared attendees’ concerns that had been recorded 

on “Taking Action” white boards scattered around the conference space.  One of the 

larger concern categories called us to connect with voices outside of our discipline, 

particularly our K-12 counterparts, in order to foster discussions about writing, literacy, 

and their teaching.  Across teaching situations, the comments reflected our need to know 

what the other does in order increase our disciplinary and pedagogical knowledge 

("Taking Action Plenary: Next Steps").  The comments were not the first to bring our 

attention to the connections and potentials between Rhetoric and Composition and 

secondary education; in 2011, Patricia Stock added Composition's Roots in English 
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Education to our scholarly conversations, in which she reminded us of the discipline's 

scholarly ties to education: 

The discipline—composition studies—would not have come to be and 

come to be recognized had it not been for the scholars in English 

education … Neither would the field have steadfastly focused on student 

writers and the teaching of writing had it not been for remarkable teacher 

scholars … all of whom entered the field in the 1960s, 1970s, and the 

1980s … a time when work in English education flourished, when the 

Conference on English Education (1964)--following the model of the 

CCCC (1949)--was established and developed in NCTE to promote the 

scholarship of the teachers of teachers of subject English. (18) 

In fact, Rhetoric and Composition's canonical key term process1 and its subsequent 

scholarly extensions and complications in "post-process" come from a study done in the 

K-12 classroom: Janet Emig's The Composing Process of Twelfth Graders (1971).  Our 

discipline continues to recognize scholarship that engages with K-12 education.  The 

WAC Clearinghouse recently published WAC Partnerships between Secondary and 

Postsecondary Institutions (2015), a collection edited by Jacob S. Blumner and Pamela 

B. Childers, about writing across the curriculum collaborations between high schools and 

colleges/universities and Writing and School Reform: Writing Instruction in the Age of 

Common Core and Standardized Testing (2016) where Joanne Addison and Sharon 

James McGee examine the impact of the accountability movement and standardized 

testing on students' writing experiences.  In these texts, and even those of the scholars 

                                                 
1 Louise Wetherbee Phelps outlines the importance of process to the field "as a key term for the 

reformation of composition" that "defined a new fundamental level of inquiry" (42). 
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Stock mentions, the concerns are tied to writing and writing classrooms—but how might 

we study students' larger educational experiences, the spaces in which they learn to have 

a "math brain" or an "art brain" (and never the twain shall meet), where they learn about 

what it means to school, and where they so often learn to separate their private lives from 

the public performance of student?  What rhetorical educational lives do students build 

before coming to our classrooms?  Marcelle M. Haddix and Brandi Williams show us one 

approach to the above questions with "Who's Coming to the Composition Classroom? K-

12 Writing in and outside the Context of Common Core State Standards" (in Composition 

in the Age of Austerity) where they argue the impact of institutionalized, approved 

writings can narrow students' perceptions of writing and literacy and of themselves as 

capable writers in and out of writing classrooms.  The authors mentioned above share 

Adler-Kassner's assertion that institutions and people outside of writing (classrooms) 

impact what and even who can be taught. 

Adler-Kassner returned to the ideas about what influences Rhetoric and 

Composition outside of the field in her CCCC 2017 Chair's Address, "Writing is Never 

Just Writing." She presented the Educational Intelligence Complex, mapping out the 

local, national, global, public, and private influences on who decides what writing is, so 

that writing is never just writing, but a container for the competing, even contradictory, 

demands placed on institutions, professors, and students.  Our writing does not happen in 

a vacuum, and she called for us to (once again, like the call of The Activist WPA) know 

the stories told outside our field, know the people and institutions that tell the stories, and 

then insert our activism and advocacy into those stories in order to share what we know 

about writing.  I would extend her idea into a larger arena and suggest that learning is 
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never just learning.  In the same way that writing is framed by a variety of factors, as 

outlined by Adler-Kassner, so are learning environments constructed by a network of 

influences involving legislation (local, state, and federal) and corporate and public 

interests. 

My dissertation intervenes in our existing and emerging conversations between K-

12 and higher education writing classrooms by examining federal interventions into 

general curriculum (rather than legislation targeted specifically to one discipline over 

others) made through funding in order to understand the national constraints placed onto 

(our) local contexts: National Defense Education Act (1958), Elementary and Secondary 

Education Act (1965), A Nation at Risk: The Imperative for Educational Reform (1983), 

and Goals 2000: Educate America Act (1994).  Each of these documents represent a 

unique moment in public K-12 education's history, presenting a first for federal 

interventions for generalized curriculum support through federal aid2; these documents 

address all curriculum, rather than a specific discipline like the Reagan Administration's 

Education for Economic Security Act (1984) that only deals with science and 

mathematics, with school prayer tacked on for good measure; or discrimination in 

educational settings like later student protections added to ESEA for bilingual education 

(1968) and disability access (1975).  Each of these texts exists as an original moment of 

federal education discourse, not a revision or reauthorization of previous legislation, and 

more importantly, these four documents make specific claims to avoid creating a 

                                                 
2 Until the National Defense Education Act, the federal government relied on Impact Aid, legislation meant 

to provide money to local school districts that serve "concentrations of children residing on Indian lands, 

military bases, low-rent housing properties, or other Federal properties and, to a lesser extent, 

concentrations of children who have parents in the uniformed services or employed on eligible Federal 

properties who do not live on Federal property" ("About Impact Aid"). The government had not sponsored 

aid to schools in order to support curriculum. 
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federally-mandated school system, unlike that of 21st century legislation.  More 

specifically, I concern this project with how and when this federal aid legislation occurs, 

analyzing through the lens of crisis rhetoric their ties to national security anxieties in the 

face of foreign and domestic stressors.  Moreover, my position about the influence of 

national security on education is not without merit.  In Sean Kay’s 2009 “From Sputnik 

to Minerva: Education and American National Security,” he reviews four national 

security moments and the resulting changes in education: World War II and the G.I. Bill, 

Sputnik and the National Defense Education Act (1958), post-Cold War politics and the 

National Security Education Act (1991), and post-9/11 terrorism fears and various 

educational initiatives to develop stronger military assets in its citizens.3  He provides 

these connections to link national security concerns and “strategic educational capacity, 

defined as the application of attained knowledge and skills,” noting that education “is 

used as a power asset in the contemporary security environment” (1, italics in original).  

His argument is both that there is a connection between national security and education 

and that our current educational system is a means to a military end.  While my project 

has a similar argument, I extend his historical reach with the links between national 

security and education in much earlier political and public discourse, and I limit its 

influence to only K-12 public education where he takes on more in higher education.  

Considering education histories through this lens, the project extends and 

complicates existing narratives that promote education as a space for democratic 

participation and increased economic and social mobility, instead asking for an 

                                                 
3 Kay's policy selection reflects K-12 changes in NDEA, but emphasizes policy that impacted higher 

education, where I am interested in the federal interventions in K-12 education that are part of students’ 

constructions of education and their role therein. 
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examination of the (national) high-stakes of 20th century education that limit our learning 

experiences and have set up 21st century reforms with No Child Left Behind, Race to the 

Top, Common Core, Every Student Succeeds, and the most recent shift toward decreased 

federal regulation and school choice.  At the heart of my project are two central 

questions: 

1. How might the lens of rhetoric of crisis extend and complicate our 

existing understanding of national education histories? 

2. How do the resulting federal policies construct educational spaces 

(curriculum, students, and teachers) in times of national crisis in order to 

preserve American hegemony4? 

Similar to Haddix and Williams, my work here thus addresses the situation that produces 

the students we encounter in postsecondary teaching (writing) situations—and quite 

possibly the situation that produces those of us teaching and researching if we were part 

of any public education since 1958.  Our classrooms include people who, as David 

Bartholomae put it, invent the university as they write in order to reflect their imagined 

                                                 
4 Cultural hegemony provides a framework for “[understanding] how ideas reinforce or undermine existing 

social structures” (Lears 568) so that we can ask questions about how policy might strengthen a particular 

narrative about American identity.  According to Antonio Gramsci, hegemonic control has two elements: 1) 

“[t]he ‘spontaneous’ consent given by the masses of the population to the general direction imposed on 

social life by the dominant fundamental group,” and 2) “[t]he apparatus of state coercive power which 

‘legally’ enforces discipline on those groups who do not ‘consent’ either actively or passively” (145).  The 

first part of Gramsci’s definition establishes that hegemony requires the governed/ruled population give 

consent (without always realizing they have done so), which he suggests happens “‘through so-called 

private organizations like Church, trade unions, or schools’” (Qtd. in Lears 570).  A people's consent to be 

governed/ruled in a particular manner is tied to organizations that promote certain values and that often 

work alongside government for similar social, economic, and political goals.  For Gramsci, too, the 

influence is tied to language, both in print and spoken.  In “The Concept of Cultural Hegemony: Problems 

and Possibilities,” T.J. Jackson Lears points out that Gramsci’s discussion of language in re/creating 

hegemony “anticipated Michel Foucault’s emphasis on the role of ‘discursive practice’ in reinforcing 

domination,” and Gramsci believed “[t]he available vocabulary helps mark the boundaries of permissible 

discourse, discourages the clarification of social alternatives, and makes it difficult for the dispossessed to 

locate the source of their unease, let alone remedy it” (570, 571).  Who speaks, what is said, and even how 

something is presented all impact our cultural—and by extension educational—realities. 
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sense of what is expected from "academic" writing styles.  These are the people who have 

to be reminded that they, as the National Council of Teachers of English promotes, have 

rights to their own languages.  These are the teachers and students who are part of a 

larger educational structure that seeks to maintain not only expectations about 

proficiency, but the existence of the nation, and as a result, they are asked to limit not just 

their writing, but their learning.  To add to the answer about how we got to where we are 

in higher education, I agree with Stock and others that we also need to turn to K-12 

education histories, and not just those about writing, in order to understand the situations 

that produce our students and ourselves.  In fact, Stanley Aronowitz and Henry A. Giroux 

point to these influences in education more generally, explaining that the "dominant 

public philosophy [about education], with its economic model of reason and its 

celebration of privatized sensibilities, not only presents a limited view of learning, but 

also represents a threat to all forms of discourse that take seriously the politics of 

possibility" (22).  

 

Analyzing Education History: Sponsors and Pedagogic Discourse 

My project centers education histories around the institutions and people who 

sponsor literate practices in moments of national crisis and thus impact the (writing) 

classroom.  When I use the term sponsor, I refer to Deborah Brandt's "Sponsors of 

Literacy" that presents the idea that follows through all of her scholarship on literacy 

practices: our literacies are tied to people, institutions, and cultures which give certain 

practices more capital (whether economic, cultural, or social).  She explains that "it is 

useful to think about who or what underwrites occasions of literacy learning and use," 
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noting that sponsors can both "enable, support, teach, model" and "recruit, regulate, 

suppress, or withhold literacy" (166).  Brandt points out that because sponsors control 

what counts as literacy, they can "wield powerful incentives for compliance and loyalty" 

(167).  For my project, the federal government is a sponsor for learning through its 

adoption of federal aid legislation, often influencing education in spite of claims to avoid 

federal controls on local education.  The 20th century federal documents not only define 

the parameters for what education is, but they define what content area matters most and 

to what purpose—elements that go into building student (and educator) expectations 

about school and learning—through economic incentives.  Because I examine the federal 

reform documents for my project, I am privileging national narratives over those of more 

local spaces and contexts.  While scholars in Rhetoric and Composition have studied 

local educational histories in order to complicate a unified narrative of education's 

development (and more specifically, the development of composition; Gold, Enoch, 

Ritter, McComiskey, Henze et al.), other scholars have noted the impact that national 

narratives have on local education, especially when those national narratives are tied to 

political and economic situations (Ohmann, Berlin, Wan, Wible, Adler-Kassner).   

I look at the way federal policy and reports sponsor curriculum reform so that we 

can understand how ideas about education are constructed by and for students, and to do 

this, I adopt the term pedagogic discourse from education sociologist Basil Bernstein in 

order to acknowledge the outside influences on our classroom spaces as well as our 

ideologies about literacy (Brandt).  When discussing who talks about education and in 

what way, he argues, similar to Brandt, that on-the-ground teaching is beholden to a 

variety of stakeholders, that the decisions for what happens in the classroom and even the 
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physical space the classroom inhabits are, in fact, the result for external factors tied to 

cultural, political, and economic factors.  According to his definition, pedagogic 

discourse is a "principle for appropriating other discourses and bringing them into a 

special relation with each other for the purposes of their selective transmission and 

acquisition" (183-184, italics in the original).  With this frame, what subjects are taught, 

how students are assessed, and even the arrangement of the classroom are not acts 

separated from their local, national, and even international contexts.  Underlying 

Bernstein's presentation of pedagogic discourse is symbolic control, "the means by 

whereby consciousness is given a specialized form and distributed through forms of 

communication which relay a given distribution of power and dominant cultural 

categories" (134).  In this way, not only the policy, but textbooks, tests, and teacher 

training programs—anything that might communicate a message to administrators, 

educators, and students—operate within a field of symbolic control to preserve the 

existing power relations because they are created by those who "regulate the means, 

contexts, and possibilities of discursive resources" (135).  He argues that how education 

occurs in any learning environment (whether a formal classroom or at home) is the result 

of the created texts and how they are marketed (137) so that pedagogical choices end up 

being "a relay for patterns of dominance external to [education]" (169).  Where Brandt’s 

concept of sponsors acknowledges the influence those in power have on literacy, 

Bernstein’s pedagogic discourse extends this idea into the larger arena of the 

inter/national and local situations that construct our many learning situations. 

I lead with Brandt and Bernstein because Rhetoric and Composition scholars 

often address the external factors that impact educational settings (usually focused on 
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higher education) in order to construct the discipline's histories and boundaries, though 

they may not use these terms.  Sponsors and pedagogic discourse allow for an influence 

on education that is politically and economically motivated, intent on maintaining 

hegemony, and influences all educational spaces.  We see these conversations in Rhetoric 

and Composition as early as English in America: A Radical View of the Profession where 

Richard Ohmann argues for the connections between economic and political pressures 

placed on universities and their curriculum, particularly for first-year writing.  According 

to Ohmann's view, Rhetoric and Composition's disciplinary history would be "owed to 

the university's [at the time] newly assigned task of training American professional and 

managerial elites" (134).  Composition began because larger institutions outside of the 

Academy demanded a certain level of writing skill, a skill perceived necessary to 

continue the financial and political strength of those in power.  And these larger 

expectations/demands made obvious the tensions underlying beliefs about education as a 

space for access and as a training ground to be a part of the work (or military) force.  

Ohmann laments this tension, offering  

[p]erhaps I was asking students to be free, critical, and creative in a 

situation where society was asking them to be of service, docile, and 

limited.  If so, then the gulf between what writing teachers like me wanted 

and what we got couldn't be blamed entirely on an inability to teach 

freshman composition well. (142)  

Ohmann's larger argument focuses on the impact that capitalism has had on education, 

and though that is not the work of my project, his contention that a larger institution with 

incredible power affects English allows us to consider the other elements that could affect 



11 

 

the way students create their ideas about education and their place within it; his work 

echoes the ideas of Brandt and Bernstein.   

Since Ohmann's original publication and later revision, several Rhetoric and 

Composition scholars have explored external pressures that influence what happens in the 

classroom.  James Berlin speaks to this in Rhetorics, Poetics, and Cultures: Refiguring 

College English Studies when he explains that "the response of the [English department] 

curriculum to the exigencies of its historical moment thus represents a negotiation among 

forces both outside and inside the university" (18).  He argues, like Ohmann, that the 

inclusion and continuation of writing studies reflects economic demands from business 

and the cultural capital attached to writing (rather than a respect for the discipline of 

Rhetoric and Composition).  Lynn Z. Bloom, writing around the time of the revised 

English in America, referred to "Freshman Composition as a Middle-Class Enterprise"; 

she linked students' first-year writing experiences to what was created for them by an 

institution devoted to "middle-class values" where "the students' vices must be eradicated 

and they must be indoctrinated against further transgressions before they, now pristine 

and proper, can proceed to the real business of the university" (656).  According to 

Bloom, students' voices only have a place in the university if students can learn to 

cooperate with the university's required standards in order to maintain a set of values 

focused on self-reliance, responsibility, respectability, decorum, propriety, moderation, 

temperance, thrift, efficiency, order, cleanliness, punctuality, delayed gratification, and 

critical thinking.   

The scholars I have mentioned demonstrate that composition is tied to pressures 

from educational institutions, but other scholars look to political and economic factors 
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that influence content and teaching.  In Dangerous Writing: Understanding the Political 

Economy of Composition, Tony Scott examines the contradictions and tensions inherent 

in the profession's beliefs about writing and what happens in the practice of teaching 

where institutional pressures and economic concerns push us toward more commodified 

writing.  Scott argues that institutional demands and contingent labor create learning 

environments that limit students' writing experiences by keeping them away from the 

"dangerous writing" of learning to be agents for political and social change. More recent 

scholarship continues to address the political and economic forces on education as well, 

bringing forward Ohmann's now much less "radical view of the profession" from 1976.  

Nancy Welch and Tony Scott's collection Composition in the Age of Austerity examines 

how austerity rhetorics have normalized in both higher education development as well as 

"how we think and act as writing professionals" (6).  Across the essays in the collection, 

we see a repeated thread about institutional and our own professional adoption of 

neoliberal business terminology, such as efficiency, assessment, and personal 

responsibility.  Drawing from Arizona State University's first-year composition 

development in Conceding Composition: A Crooked History of Composition's 

Institutional Fortunes, Ryan Skinnell asserts that Arizona's composition courses existed 

to solve institutional problems, showcasing that "composition, specifically first-year 

composition, endures as the most common requirement in American postsecondary 

education because of its significant, positive value to institutions and to various 

stakeholders" (15).  In his history, Skinnell offers that composition, instead of being a 

burden for universities, actually provided a way to prove an institution’s academic rigor 

and thus value for degree programs.  Even this year, Bruce Horner, Brice Nordquist, and 
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Susan M. Ryan presented the collection Economies of Writing: Revaluations in Rhetoric 

and Composition, which follows from Pierre Bourdieu's forms of capital and examines 

the various disciplinary, institutional, teaching, and ideological forces on writing and the 

field.  They argue that as the field moves forward, we should "render the economic as a 

necessary point of departure and contention in the field" (8).  The essays in this collection 

refer to the impact that economic ideologies and tensions inevitably have on composition, 

its study, and its teaching. 

Because of the many stories told about education—not all of which start from 

teachers, much less students—Linda Adler-Kassner suggests we be aware of education 

histories in The Activist WPA: Changing Stories about Writing and Writers.  She argues 

for the importance of knowing the existing stories and conversations around education (in 

particular writing) so that those of us in the field can better participate and thus change 

these stories away from their uncritically accepted conclusions.  She explains that a 

"progressive pragmatic jeremiad" adopted by education conservatives and progressives 

considers education as a training ground for participation in democracy, but that elements 

across the political spectrum interpret this training ground to their own advantage (38-9).  

If Rhetoric and Composition scholars are to change the story of writing, to change the 

ideas about the "training ground" represented by composition, then we have to critically 

examine the stories we buy into:  

If we want to change frames and stories about our work and about the 

subjects that we teach by invoking elements of this jeremiad—saying, for 

instance, that writing instruction helps prepare students for citizenship in a 

twenty-first-century democracy (WPA Assessment Statement)—we must 
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do so consciously, understanding the porous nature of the narrative that we 

are invoking, and think carefully about how our arguments are positioned 

within it. (58)  

To better create our arguments about the purpose of the writing classroom, to even 

challenge writing-as-grammar, we have to first be aware of what arguments exist and 

how they are represented by those who use them. 

Scott Wible argues a similar point about our need to be critically engaged with 

national policy dialogues as well in Shaping Language Policy in the U.S.: The Role of 

Composition Studies.  He sees a direct link between politics and the composition 

classroom within larger discourses about a “national language” and the role that CCCC 

and NCTE play in creating policy meant to counter standardization movements in 

education.  Though my project focuses broadly on federal education discourse, there are 

ways that the legislation and reports directly impact even the specifics of language and 

writing.  Conversations about a “national language” do not exist apart from attempts to 

create a unified narrative of America, one that is not threatened from within though it 

may be threatened from without.  In fact, Wible argues that discussions about national 

language weaponize language and make it a tool to conquer the world.  If speaking and 

writing “proper English” help students get jobs, they work better within corporate or 

military settings and thus ensure the prosperity of America—the very thing that education 

reform sets out as one of its goals.  But the selling of “standard” English does not always 

offer the access, power, and money that these conversations promise (Prendergast), and 

students often face the tensions between their ideas about writing-as-grammar and the 

beliefs of their composition-trained instructors. 
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Sponsors and pedagogic discourse provide a means for analysis of education 

histories that account for the various influences on teaching and learning, even if those 

influences compete or offer contradictory information.  The above research demonstrates 

the stakeholders for the composition classroom: economics (Ohmann, Pendergrast, 

Welch and Scott), ideologies about language and writing (Adler-Kassner, Wible), and 

institutional demands that come from business and/or government critique (Ohmann, 

Berlin, Skinnell).  These scholars remind us of the tensions and contradictions attached to 

our field and our teaching situations, especially as we continue to push against an 

increasingly standardized, narrow view of (teaching) writing, but they show us, too, 

something about the power structures at play: these are not linear, top-down only 

situations that impact learning (writing) environments.  At play in educational change are 

many voices, and these voices do not always have the same influence across time.  

 

Analyzing Policy: The Network Model and Education Histories 

To account for the shifts in power that occur with sponsors and pedagogic 

discourse, my project centers education histories through a network model that expands 

on the lineage established by Lloyd F. Bitzer's "rhetorical situation."  While sponsors and 

pedagogic discourse open the possibility for analysis of influences outside of education, a 

networked approach to policy analysis allows for non-linear, affective, and contextual 

changes to the situations that produce/construct federal policy, which builds from the 

tradition of circulation and ecologies.  Richard Ohmann and James Berlin reinforce this 

idea, noting the impact of economic shifts on the creation of composition courses 

(English in America; Rhetorics, Poetics, and Cultures).  Education scholars Jesse Rhodes 
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and Joel H. Spring also provide evidence of this by outlining the specific people and 

institutions that have a stake in the outcomes and decisions about education—those in 

political positions, corporations, unions, and education activists.  For my project, I turn to 

the way that conversations about education are constructed through a network of 

influences by focusing on one piece of the network, crisis, and how those conversations 

create a unique category for education discourse that is tied to and dependent on 

discourse communities outside of itself.   

In his 1968 article "The Rhetorical Situation," Lloyd F. Bitzer extends questions 

toward the context of rhetorical moments, rather than limiting the conversation to 

"rhetorical audience" or "rhetorical subject."  He posits "it is the situation which calls the 

discourse into existence," emphasizing the importance of context for rhetorical study 

when he refers to "rhetoric-as-essentially-related-to-situation" (2, 3).  To decipher the 

rhetorical situation, he explains that we should analyze "exigence, audience, constraints--

[because they] comprise everything relevant in a rhetorical situation" (8).  Bitzer's model, 

however, requires a rhetor to create discourse (9), and when we discuss the context of 

policy, a clear rhetor is missing.  Policy discourse results from a variety of authors—

legislative, executive, and even public—and complicates Bitzer's argument and the 

examples (political speech acts, news stories) he presents.  Bitzer may have also 

considered policy discourse part of "situations [that] may become weakened in structure 

due to complexity or disconnectedness.  A list of these causes includes these; (a) a single 

situation may involve numerous exigencies … (e) the rhetorical audience may be 

scattered, uneducated regarding its duties and powers, or it may dissipate" (12).5  

                                                 
5 In The Modern Presidency and Crisis Rhetoric, Robert E. Denton, Jr. outlines a brief history of the field 

of study for political communication, noting that it was not until a 1981 article articulated it as "an 



17 

 

Later scholars critiqued his work, noting that exigence can be created by the 

discourse, rather than discourse responding to an exigence (Vatz) and that more than one 

exigence can exist, complicating a clear interaction with rhetor and audience (Craig 

Smith and Scott Lybarger).  In "The Myth of the Rhetorical Situation," Richard Vatz 

complicates Bitzer's linear presentation of situation creating discourse, noting that 

"meaning is not intrinsic in events, people, or 'situations' nor are facts 'publicly 

observable'" (156).  He argues instead that "[o]nce the choice [of facts or events] is 

communicated, the event is imbued with salience" (157, italics in the original), 

emphasizing the role that rhetoric has inf creating situations, not just how situations 

create rhetoric.  Because someone chooses what facts to present to the public and creates 

a particular narrative, how the rhetor and audience conceive of a "situation" are 

constructions, rather than fact.  Craig Smith and Scott Lybarger, in "Bitzer's Model 

Restructured," see value in the importance of context, but they, like Vatz, challenge the 

idea that a situation creates rhetoric.  Instead, they ask that rhetorical analysis "examine 

the impact of multiple audiences and the means to achieving congruence with them" 

(197).  They do emphasize exigence "as the primary locus of critical inquiry," but they 

also see it as "semiotically constructed structures that constrain discourse" (198).  Bitzer, 

Vatz, and Smith and Lybarger provide that the exigence of a situation is important to the 

developing rhetoric, though they disagree about the nature of that relationship.  For my 

project, the element I bring forward is the importance they all place on context and its 

                                                 
emerging field," even with obvious links between politics and rhetoric found in Aristotle (ix), and by 1983, 

the field had clear areas of inquiry, including "the presidency, political polls, public opinion, debates, and 

advertising" (x).  By the early 1990s, scholars seem to have established a clearer identity for studying 

political communication (x).  I mention this because I want to emphasize that while Bitzer privileges oral 

delivery in his discussion of the rhetorical situation, he published the article before political communication 

emerged as a field and would thus not been a part of his arguments about rhetoric. 
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role in developing discourse, no matter how muddy that context might become.  

Government policy is often the result of numerous exigencies—economic concerns, 

national security issues, existing trade agreements and treaties—and furthermore, 

government policy has an impact on an audience that may be "uneducated" as Bitzer 

contends, so I turn to circulation and networks to analyze the documents.  

In "Composition and the Circulation of Writing," John Trimbur extends the 

concept of the "rhetorical situation" towards writers in the classroom, problematizing a 

focus on only the final written product that "[isolates] an education in writing from the 

means of production and delivery" (189).  He argues that to only focus on the final paper 

allows us to miss "the complex delivery systems through which writing circulates3" 

(190).  He asks that we recover "delivery" from ancient rhetoric because delivery offers 

an "ethical and political [component of public discourse]—a democratic aspiration to 

devise delivery systems that circulate ideas, information, opinions, and knowledge and 

thereby expand the public forums in which people can deliberate on issues of the day" 

(190).  Trimbur complicates a simplified approach to delivery, emphasizing that how 

information gets to its public should be part of writing classrooms, even "with the limited 

circuit of the classroom" (195), and he turns to a cultural studies approach in 

composition, one that would allow for the study of circulation so that we "see how 

cultural products pass through a range of meanings and uses as they are taken up at 

various points in the social formation" (196).  Trimbur's integration of circulation in 

writing studies allows for the complexities tied to writing, where Bitzer labeled these 

complexities a weakness in exigence.  Circulation, rather than rhetorical situation (even a 
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restructured one), provides a way to study not only context of production but the way the 

produced artifacts move across publics and could in turn change meaning.  

Jenny Ebauer's (Rice)  "Unframing Models of Public Distribution: From 

Rhetorical Situation to Rhetorical Ecologies" acknowledges the value of Bitzer's theories 

and the way Vatz and Smith and Lybarger pick it up, noting the importance for pushing 

"a contextual framework that permanently troubles sender-receiver models" (7), but she 

extends his ideas into what she calls "a framework of affective ecologies that 

recontextualizes rhetorics in their temporal, historical, and lived fluxes" that allows us to 

consider "public rhetorics (and rhetoric's publicness) as a circulating ecology of effects, 

enactments, and events by shifting the lines of focus from rhetorical situation to 

rhetorical ecologies" (9, italics in the original).  She sees the connections among the 

message and its recipients and thus uses the term "network" to push against the idea of 

concrete, immovable sites for rhetorical situations.  Instead, a network allows that "events 

are shifting and moving, grafted onto and connected with other events" (10)—this is the 

complexity of a rhetorical act that does not, as Bitzer forwarded, indicate weakness but 

instead shows the many influences on discourse before and during distribution and 

consumption.  Edbauer contends the complexity of rhetoric requires a model that allows 

for movement and so suggests that "[r]ather than imagining the rhetorical situation in a 

relatively closed system [writer-text-audience, for example], this distributed or ecological 

focus might begin to imagine the situation within an open network" (13), which would, 

again, not see complexity as a weakness but as a way of acknowledging "the 

amalgamation and mixture of many different events and happenings that are not properly 
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segmented into audience, text, or rhetorician" (20)--and for Edbauer, one of these is the 

way affect impacts the circulation of texts.   

Where Edbauer extends the rhetorical situation into an ecology model to allow for 

the role affect would have in circulation and distribution of public texts (in her case, the 

slogan of "Keep Austin Weird" as a way to resist homogeneity in the city, but then as a 

familiar slogan that got used in spaces that had nothing to do with resistance), in 

Networking Arguments: Rhetoric, Transnational Feminism, and Public Policy Writing, 

Rebecca Dingo examines public policy through a networked model that allows for the 

consideration of how rhetoric circulates and how external factors such as politics, 

economics, and social movements affect rhetoric (in her case, the development and 

distribution of transnational policies that affect women).  Like Edbauer, Dingo sees the 

limitations of Bitzer's rhetorical situation, especially because policy "is not just another 

text upon which we might perform a rhetorical analysis.  Rather, because policy making 

is a dynamic and dialectic process, to examine only the final policy text tells us little 

about the policy's rhetoricity; a singular policy does not contain a speaker, a writer, or an 

audience" (23).  To study policy requires that we understand the context in which it exists 

and the complexities brought forward with the production, dissemination, and 

consumption of the discourse. 

When we network arguments, as Dingo asserts, we "draw attention to power 

relations as well as the political and material consequences of rhetorical circulation" (17).  

In this way, a networked approach to policy engages with cultural hegemony because 

both require we examine who holds power, how that power impacts others, and how 

people reify those systems of power when they do not have it.  As Gramsci hinted with 
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his discussion of education and Foucault directly writes about with language, the words 

we use (or allow to be used) impact the kind of discourse that develops and the resulting 

discussion.  Dingo illustrates the way certain terms, images, and arguments are used in 

policy to reinforce existing power structures for both global politics, the more 

economically wealthy countries making decisions for "third-world countries," and 

traditional gender constraints, the wealthier countries making decisions for and about 

women that remove any location-specific context/limitations.  Though Edbauer focuses 

her work on the affect and the circulation of terms in public development and Dingo 

focuses her work on representations of women in economic and transnational terms, their 

development of a networked approach to public policy writing can extend to education 

policy and what happens in the classrooms.  A networked approach enables us to 

consider the complex systems involved in creating public policy which in turn affects 

how the issues of policy are represented by and to the different stakeholders. 

In addition to considering the external factors that influence policy writing, the 

network model allows that "power is relational" and it "[demonstrates] the complex ways 

that rhetorical appeals reach a diffused yet linked audience while also accounting for how 

contiguous power relationships add meaning and force to arguments" (Dingo 

18).  Instead of a linear view of power, the networked approach acknowledges shifts in 

power and influence across those involved in creating policy.  When discussing education 

policy, we adopt a model that allows for this in order to account for the many institutions 

and people who take part in policy creation.  Education historians Jesse Rhodes and Joel 

H. Spring name several categories for education's stakeholders, which extends Dingo’s 

network model, with only Spring noting the role that college professors play (as 
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"educationists"); neither mentions K-12 teachers or students as a specific category of 

active (political) agents.  Rhodes provides the following categories: political 

entrepreneurs who create policy change through "creative rhetorical and organizational 

maneuvers" (13); business entrepreneurs who "promote rigorous standards, testing, and 

accountability policies in education” (17); civil rights entrepreneurs who encourage 

federal involvement in education while advocating for higher standards in education 

(20);  educational liberals who bring a long history of wanting federal involvement in 

education to promote fairness and equity (21); educational conservatives who want to 

limit federal involvement and promote high standards and accountability (22); and 

organizations representing state-elected officials that also promote standards and 

accountability (23).  He explains that all of these stakeholders have impacted federal 

education policy reform through their conflicting dialogues about education as well as 

who happens to have more control at one time.  What happens in education policy shifts 

depends on which group (or groups) has more concentrated power at any given time.  

Spring presents a similar list of stakeholders in education, which includes nine 

constituents he categorizes into two types: "Major Political Actors" and "Special-Interest 

Groups" (33).  As "major political actors," he offers politicians, both local, state, and 

national; administrative politicians, people "working for elected politicians" (39); school 

boards of education; and educationists, "intellectuals and writers, such as college 

professors and journalists, who participate in the shaping of educational policies" 

(33).   As "special-interest groups," he offers the organizations that influence what 

happens with the major political actors; teachers' unions, in particular the National 

Education Association (NEA) and American Federation of Teachers (AFT) (44); the 
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corporate sector, those businesses that want "contradictory government policies—low 

taxes and schools that educate quality workers" (45); foundations, "private organizations 

that fund politically nonpartisan policy research, public projects, and basic research" (45); 

and other interest groups that represent various "religious, racial, and ethnic populations" 

(43).  I mention both Rhodes' and Spring's categorizations for who and what influences 

education to point out the network of influences on education and its policy as well as the 

influence on classroom practices.  Rhodes and Spring extend Dingo's presentation of the 

network model insofar as she presents it as a method for public policy's creation, 

circulation, and impact while the education scholars offer specific categories for who is 

doing the deciding in education conversations.  The categories here showcase how vast 

the symbolic control within education can be, which in turn reflects Bernstein's idea that 

"what is absent from pedagogic discourse is its own voice" (165).  Neither Rhodes nor 

Spring suggests individual teachers and students as part of the decision-making process; 

they are represented by others—unions, politicians, and business. 

Moreover, policy scholars have taken a similar stance about the development of 

policy as seen in Carter A. Wilson's policy regimes framework.  Wilson suggests that 

policy changes/reforms when majors “stressors” impact the stability of a nation and that 

the changes result from shifts to existing power arrangements, policy paradigms, and/or 

organizational arrangements.6  In these situations, the old “policy regime” is replaced by 

a new one that addresses the concerns raised by the external pressures.  Education 

scholars have adopted and modified the policy regimes framework when examining 

policy documents, which I illustrate here to establish the approach’s accepted value in 

                                                 
6 Additional scholarship on policy regimes has reframed these three elements to be interests, ideas, and 

institutions (Superfine 21). 
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policy research and thus to my project.  Benjamin Superfine specifically refers to the 

policy regimes framework as part of this methodology in Equality in Education Law and 

Policy, 1954-2010, extending Wilson’s argument by pulling on recent intersections in 

education policy, noting major elements of the framework: 1) it argues that policy change 

is gradual, and 2) it opens up policy research into historical developments that allowed 

certain changes to happen (21).  Patrick McGuinn also adopts this model, arguing that the 

passage of No Child Left Behind (2001) could happen because of the previous three 

decades’ changes made in education discourse, particularly policy and public opinion in 

favor of education as a federal issue (21).  Jesse Rhodes extends the policy regimes 

framework further by categorizing education interests across six specific spaces: political 

entrepreneurs, business entrepreneurs, civil rights entrepreneurs, educational liberals, 

educational conservatives, and organizations representing state elected officials.  And 

Joel H. Spring, writing specifically about the politics of education, offers his own five 

groups that influence education: special interest groups (political), teachers’ unions, the 

corporate sector, foundations, and other interests groups (religious, philosophical).  All of 

these scholars who adopt a policy regimes approach examine the wider cultural and 

economic influences on education reform, establishing the network of interests that create 

education discourse, noting that education is not free from cultural and political 

influence. 

 

Analyzing Networks: Critical Discourse Analysis and Rhetorical Study 

When suggesting a networked approach to policy, Rebecca Dingo notes that 

analyzing only the final draft of a policy "tells us little about the policy's rhetoricity" (23).  
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She explains that "when U.S. legislation is signed into law, the text itself has been 

touched by testimonies, committees, mark ups, and amendments as well as by the present 

economic climate, presidential acceptance ratings, 'wars on terror,' levels of security, 

global trade circuits, and historical representations, to name only a few" (23).  Moreover, 

only looking at the final policy draft privileges the text, not the context in which it was 

produced, delivered, and circulated, and thus where meaning is made and changes.  In 

fact, Catherine Chaput asserts "[c]ritical rhetoricians, for instance, analyze the power 

dynamics and material affects inherent in discourse production, often relying on a 

rhetorical hermenutic approach that tracks language across time and space" (2).  

Although Chaput's collection focuses on the use of fear in 21st century global capitalism 

and specifically calls for a political economy approach to transnational rhetorics, the 

intellectual lineage she establishes builds from the network model I discussed earlier.  

Like Edbauer and Dingo, Chaput challenges the static nature of Bitzer's rhetorical 

situation, citing (just as Edbauer does) Vatz's critique of Bitzer and assertion that 

"rhetoric or cultural discourse produces the exigence or material world" (6).  She also 

complicates linear models for analyzing rhetoric, noting Edbauer's rhetorical ecology 

"calls us to replace our conception of the social world as a collection of sites that add up 

to some rational whole with an understanding of the social as a living totality of events 

that circulate, change, and cohere in unpredictable ways" (8).   

With this in mind, my dissertation project is a mixed-methods project, an almost 

necessity when working with government documents across several decades.  To account 

for historical context, analyze the language in federal documents, and consider their 

circulation require I have to decide not only how I analyze my documents but how I 
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relate their historical contexts—what documents do I privilege and why?  My project is 

an alternative history of education reform told through a rhetorical analysis of the 20th 

century federal curriculum reform documents—National Defense Education Act (1958), 

Elementary and Secondary Education Act (1965), A Nation at Risk (1983), and Goals 

2000 (1994)–which I inform with Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) because I am 

specifically examining the intersections of power and oppression seen in the discourse of 

federal policies and reports that then circulate across time and space.  Because CDA 

asserts discourse "as crucial in the (re)production of the social" especially for "the way 

discourses obscure (but can also denaturalise [sic]) such power relations" (Forchtner 1), 

the approach parallels the ideas presented about networks and circulation and allows a 

way to analyze the federal documents.  Because policy exists to maintain the status quo 

(Wilson), we can examine policy for the way it reinforces cultural hegemony and social 

control, and in my case, I do so through the lens of crisis rhetoric.  Before I explain the 

major tenets of CDA, I want to first recognize its place in Rhetoric and Composition and 

historical inquiries.   

With their article "Critical Discourse Analysis and Rhetoric and Composition" in 

College Composition and Communication, Thomas Huckin et al. argue for the value of 

this approach, coming from a tradition in linguistics, for the way in which CDA provides 

a way to study “linguistic/semiotic details in light of the larger social and political 

contexts in which those texts circulate” (107).  Moreover, they acknowledge that 

"[r]hetoric and composition has always been concerned with the power of spoken and 

written discourse in particular the ways in which language can be used to persuade 

audiences about important public issues" (109).  They contend, too, that CDA can inform 
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historical projects, especially archival research that might provide a multitude of texts to 

examine.  They cite Jennifer Clary-Lemon's project "We’re Not Ethnic, We're Irish!" as 

an example of how CDA's acceptance of the discourse-historical approach "allowed her 

to work with a number of kinds of texts across time, enabling a critical view of how the 

texts fit into a larger contextual setting" (119).  Sociolinguist Theo van Leeuwen agrees 

with the possibilities illuminated by merging (critical) discourse analysis with history.  

He notes, "discourse analytical methods allow us to describe in detail how speech and 

writing are used in media … [b]ut discourse analytical methods cannot tell us how and 

why they came about.  At this point the social and cultural historian has to take over" 

(12).  Though CDA provides a way to examine the language used in documents and even 

how those terms circulate into other spaces, the information requires contextual framing 

and thus reflects the complex network of influence on policy that Edbauer, Dingo, and 

Chaput forward.  Because I am examining the crisis rhetoric across almost fifty years of 

education reform7, CDA provides a way to code documents for emerging themes while 

situating them in a larger sociocultural context, and though the label comes from 

linguistics, the focus on underlying power is a recognizable line of inquiry in Rhetoric 

and Composition. 

CDA explicitly examines discourse for power, dominance, and oppression 

(Wodak, Forchtner), so the approach works where the research focus is "social problems 

                                                 
7  In Equality in Education Law and Policy, 1954-2010, Benjamin Michael Superfine contends, 

"[a]ttempting to understand the transformation of education in law and policy across a span of more than 

fifty years is a complex and difficult task [which is part of the work of his project].  One could pay 

attention to an almost limitless range of phenomena and evidence" (19).  He continues that policy analysis 

requires a juggling act between political powers, public opinion, and social and economic changes.  I 

mention this because first, his assertion about the influences on policy reflect Dingo's networked approach 

to policy and second, he illustrates one possibility from this "limitless range" through the theme of equality.  

Though he does not acknowledge a CDA tradition, his project shows how corpus study enables a more 

focused analysis. 
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and political issues," the driving questions of my project (van Dijk).  Outlining the focus 

of CDA, Ruth Wodak explains that the approach "may be defined as fundamentally 

concerned with analysing [sic] opaque as well as transparent structural relationships of 

dominance, discrimination, power and control as manifested in language" ("What CDA is 

About," 3).  It extends Discourse Analysis to also "require a theorization and description 

of both the social processes and structures which give rise to the production of a text, and 

of the social structures and processes within which individuals or groups as social 

historical subjects, create meanings in their interaction with texts" (3).  With Michael 

Meyer in a later piece explaining CDA, Wodak includes that the approach "is 

characterized by the common interests in de-mystifying ideologies and power through the 

systematic and retroductable investigation of semiotic data (written, spoken or visual)" 

(3).  Moreover, Wodak later clarifies that in CDA, "we analyse [sic] material and 

discursive practices, text and context; when analysing [sic], we attempt to understand, 

explain and criticize communicative actions" ("Complex Texts," 627, italics in orginal).  

Bernhard Forchtner, examining additional theoretical justifications for the discourse-

historical approach, explains that the method's "toolkit can undoubtedly contribute to an 

understanding of how discrimination and inequality are linguistically/semiotically 

realised [sic]" (10), and in the case of my project, I analyze the federal documents for the 

way they engage crisis in the development of curriculum-related policies in order to 

maintain and preserve the nation's military and economic dominance (and thus write out 

anyone who does not fit).  Just as Foucault notes about language and Edbauer and Dingo 

note about policy, a CDA approach allows for a negotiation between the individual, the 

public, and the state thus emphasizing "it is very rare for a text to be the work of any one 
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person," but is instead the work of that person, cultural moments, histories, and dominant 

ideologies (Wodak and Meyer 11).  Furthermore, sociolinguist Jan Blommaert argues 

that “[t]he fact that certain discourse forms only become visible and accessible at 

particular times and under particular conditions is itself an important phenomenon, which 

tells us a lot about our societies and ourselves” (66).  In this case, I have coded for 

discourse strands related to national (security) crisis in the education documents, a 

contradiction to the grand narrative about education for access and participation. 

CDA methods provide a means by which I can analyze the corpus of my 

documents and engage with the way the policy reproduces crisis rhetoric into and through 

public K-12 curriculum.  In Methods of Critical Discourse Analysis, Ruth Wodak 

outlines the discourse-historical approach (cited by Clary-Lemon as a way to analyze a 

surplus of historical texts)  

to integrate a large quantity of available knowledge about the historical 

sources and the background of the social and political fields in which 

discursive "events" are embedded.  Further, it analyses [sic] the historical 

dimension of discursive actions by exploring the ways in which particular 

genres of discourse are subject to diachronic change. (65) 

Using a discourse-historical approach provides a way to review the variety of primary 

sources that make up my contextual analysis—since policy analysis cannot only look at 

the final policy (Dingo)—through the "socio-diagnostic critique" that enables me to 

"[embed] the communicative or interactional structures of a discursive event in a wider 

frame of social and political relations, processes and circumstances" (Wodak 65).   When 

describing her own discourse-historical project, Ruth Wodak specifically outlines as an 
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important characteristic that "[m]ultiple genres and multiple public spaces are studies, 

and intertextual and interdiscursive relationships are investigated" ("The Discourse-

Historical Approach," 70), which again parallels CDA with the way Dingo, Bernstein, 

and Chaput discuss the networks and circulation of policy.  For my project, I include 

information from books about education, editorials in newspapers, editorials in education 

journals, presidential addresses, recorded interviews with politicians, and government 

websites in addition to the federal K-12 curriculum documents.  Both Robert Connors (in 

"Dreams and Play: Historical Method and Methodology") and Cheryl Glenn and Jessica 

Enoch (in "Invigorating Historiographic Practices in Rhetoric and Composition Studies") 

encourage historical research that lends itself to intertextuality.  Connors suggests 

researchers "play" in formal archives in order to find materials that could provide 

possible lines of inquiry and locate unexpected sources, and Glenn and Enoch assert that 

we should expand our understanding of "archive" in order to open up research 

possibilities, especially when we engage in literacy projects that may not be formally 

archived.  I followed these suggestions during research and found material across formal 

archives, like that of presidential libraries and the Alabama Department of History and 

Archives (ADAH), and more informal spaces granted by websites.  I used these searches 

to not only find out what conversations existed (or did not) about my emerging inquiries, 

but I also serendipitously found primary sources held by libraries, databases,8 and 

government websites.  "Playing" in the archives and expanding what could be an archive 

forwarded the research for my project, increasing access to sources and shifting inquiries.  

As an example, the trail that led me to the Alabama Department of Archives and History 

                                                 
8 Keith and Bagley's The Nation and the Schools and Leonard Bowman's "Public Education and National 

Security" are two such examples. 
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(a capital a Archive, according to Connors) began with the White House and Congress 

websites (a lowercase a archive, according to Enoch and Glenn); from the websites, I 

learned that the National Defense Education Act (1958) was sponsored by Lister Hill, an 

Alabama senator, who happens to have a collection of material in the Alabama Archive.  

And from his collected papers, I found material that created the early 20th century 

narrative about crisis in education 

Though I knew the ADAH and I knew my general questions for my project—I 

went in, as Connors suggests about archival research—to find "something to look for" 

(22)—I did not have a clear sense of what I would find while examining the Lister Hill 

files.  The ADAH finding aid showed me a possible direction with folders titled 

"Defense—General Information," "Education—Defense, National Security vs. Russia," 

and "Education—National Defense Education Act of 1958," but I inevitably sorted 

through other folders in the boxes that held these, and from this information I copied a 

variety of sources from newspapers, magazine articles, White House publications, and 

Lister Hill's own speeches and memos.  I continued my research in other Archives, 

including the William J. Clinton Presidential Library and Museum and the George W. 

Bush Presidential Library and Museum, each time knowing my general research focus, 

the more specific reform tied to each administration, and what the Archive had to offer9; 

but like my experience with the ADAH, I ultimately looked through a variety of 

documents outside of my original plan.   

                                                 
9 Conners refers to "external criticism" as knowing what an Archive has to offer so that a researcher can 

"determine whether those available sources are indeed appropriate to the task or able to handle it 

effectively" (25).  Glenn and Enoch also acknowledge this step as going in with a "research agenda" 

because "[r]arely do researches identify and archive and hope to find a research project in it" (13). 
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In my online searching, I found less traditional archives than what Connors 

outlines, but which Cheryl Glenn and Jessica Enoch defend as important to historical 

research.  When explaining the historical research for Enoch's Refiguring Rhetorical 

Education that did not initially offer a wealth of primary sources, they note the 

importance of "letting go of the disciplinary ideal of the kinds of materials that constitute 

primary and archival material" so that we "[rethink] the starting point of primary and 

archival research" and open up the "possibilities for new perspectives and voices" (15).   

Turning away from Archives to online "lower-case-a-archives" (Glenn and Enoch 17) 

opened many more possibilities and helped construct this project.  The website Federal 

Education Policy History includes files of legislation of all kinds, including references to 

reports tangentially related to the reform.  The archive became a source for finding 

additional primary sources to supplement the federal documents.  It was here I read the 

original National School Lunch Act (1946), learning that the program began "as a 

measure of national security, to safeguard the health and well-being of the Nation's 

children and to encourage domestic consumption of nutritious agricultural commodities 

and other food" (these words are written into the legislation).  What I had considered as 

legislation meant to alleviate effects of poverty, because the federal program still exists, 

was, instead, a program meant to defend the nation.  The White House and Senate 

websites also provided documents that explained their perspective on the histories of 

education, including policy documents and links to supplemental sources.  Just as I had 

with Federal Education Policy History, I learned that the government had constructed a 

narrative between education and national crisis, in this case with its brief history of the 

National Defense Education Act (1958) that declares "Sputnik Spurs Passage of the 
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National Defense Education Act" and the website's transcribed interview with Stewart 

McClure, the clerk who came up with the legislation's name.  Furthermore, I learned from 

a librarian in the G.W. Bush Presidential Library that I could find digitized materials 

from presidents at The American Presidency Project, a non-profit online archive of more 

than 120,000 documents.  The resources here gave access to State of the Union addresses, 

party platforms, magazine interviews, and congressional addresses. 

My historical research path demonstrates that I not only had a corpus of material 

to work through, thus necessitating a discourse-historical approach to engage with the 

network of influences (or, entanglements as Wodak would use) on the reform documents, 

but my search also shows how I was "playing" in the Archives much in the way that 

Connors asserts happens with historical work, but I also knew how to be more focused as 

a result of the training I had through a course (which Ramsey et al. comment as an 

important step for researchers without formal training and/or constrained by time and 

money—the latter being one of my concerns as a graduate student traveling without 

funding).  I read and copied so many types of sources, and each time my research focus 

would shift slightly, and not all of my research ended up as part of the project but all of 

which helped me understand the historical context into which these education reforms 

were constructed. 

Importantly for my project, the discourse-historical method also emphasizes the 

networks and circulation of policy by examining how these documents change or 

re/interpret elements over time.  Wodak and Meyer note two commonalities in CDA 

research that are necessary for my project: 1) "the study of the functions of (social, 

cultural, situative and cognitive) contexts of language use," and 2) "an analysis of a vast 
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number of phenomena of text grammar and language use" (2).  The first element 

reinforces the importance of the context into which the policy emerged and how those 

ideas might circulate across time and space(s).  I establish in my federal document 

analysis chapters the historical and crisis context for the educational discourse, noting 

how they engage with crisis rhetoric to establish reform as a solution to inter/national 

crises.  The work in those chapters begins my corpus study, including editorials but 

emphasizing presidential representations of the crises, acknowledging the authority 

invested in the president (Ceasar et al., Tulis, Stuckey).  The second element informs my 

rhetorical analysis of the federal documents.  I can triangulate a variety of sources to 

understand the historical and cultural context for the federal education documents, and I 

can, too, examine the documents' published texts for the "entanglements of discourse 

strands," where the language choices in policy reflect "loose references to other themes 

[than the main theme of the document] and tie the treated theme to one or several others 

at the same time" (Wodak and Meyer, 47).  In CDA, "discourse strands form the overall 

societal discourse in a state of complex entanglement … [and] [d]iscourse analysis has 

the aim of untangling this net and proceeds as a rule by first working out the individual 

discourse on individual discourse planes" (50-51).  In my data chapters, I examine these 

individual discourse planes for two thematic components that demonstrate the 

entanglement of education and crisis: 1) crisis and national security in the federal 

document, and 2) education as solution to crisis.  I examine the language of the 

documents in light of the contextual work of the next chapter, noting the links between 

the constructed crisis and the vocabulary used in the policy; I also analyze the language 

of the policy for the way it constructs the purpose of education and a particular 
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curriculum in order to understand how public K-12 education reinforces cultural 

hegemony.  Moreover, like critical studies, CDA addresses questions about "what 

constitutes knowledge" (11), one of the driving questions for my analysis of the 

curriculum reform.  In the case of the federal documents, the national narrative about 

curriculum establishes a trend for what counts as worth knowing, where science, 

mathematics, English, and certain foreign languages become necessary areas of study, not 

just for democratic participation, but also for global dominance. 

As I mentioned earlier in the chapter, I specifically focus on federal documents, 

rather than documents at the state and local level (where education decisions had been 

traditionally controlled before No Child Left Behind), because I am interested in the ways 

that federal documents create a unifying narrative about the larger nation, divorced from 

any uniqueness that may exist regionally or state by state, and thus reifying a hegemonic 

narrative of American exceptionalism.  I have turned to federal K-12 policy and reports 

to understand the history because I see the national texts as part of the larger, dominant 

discourses that invariably sponsor what happens on the state and local level.  Michel 

Foucault argues that any text is the result of the culture and ideologies that surround it, 

which would mean no area of discourse is free from social, economic, or even political 

influence (The Archaeology of Knowledge).  To understand the federal government’s 

sponsoring of education, I examine the federal documents for their historical context and 

how they emerged from a longer history and circulated across time and space, rather than 

being documents constructed by only the existing contemporary concerns. 
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Adopting a CDA approach to my project requires, too, that I acknowledge my 

own positionality within this work10 (Wodak and Meyer 3, Forchtner 1): my dissertation 

was born from the K-12 classroom, where I first taught and juggled what it meant to 

teach not only literature, writing, and grammar, but the realities of some kind of 

standardized testing.  I come to my project having been both a high school teacher and an 

adjunct with no job security; I bring my experiences teaching with state-mandated 

requirements, administration-suggested curriculum trajectories, and expectations for 

"success" tied to student performance.  When I began teaching high school, I was 

fortunate to have started at a private school.  I use fortunate for several reasons: 1) my 

class sizes were significantly smaller than my public-school-teaching counterparts, so my 

grading load was reduced and I could spend more time developing lessons; 2) my 

students' graduation was not tied to a state-mandated graduation exam, which freed me 

from having to emphasize a "teach to the test" pedagogy; and 3) my curriculum was not 

mandated by local and state governmental agencies that provided a weekly guide to 

instruction (something I experienced later while completing an internship in a public high 

school: two weeks literature, one week grammar) as well as a guide for learning 

objectives for each grade level (which I became familiar with while earning my M.Ed. 

and had to continually refer back to as I developed lesson plans).  Though I had a bit 

more freedom than someone in a public system, I still felt external pressures for what and 

how I could teach.  My students would still need to score high enough on various 

                                                 
10 Kelly Ritter critiques researchers who do not "counterbalanace their findings with larger questions of bias 

as relevant to personal position, such as: What is my relationship, as an historian, to the story I tell? What 

role do I play as the self-assigned narrator of the story of an institutions, a community, or a people?" (464).  

I outline my positionality to better address the personal position I brought to this research project and 

acknowledge the way I present the historical narrative. 
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Stanford Achievement Tests and the inevitable ACT; otherwise I would have to answer 

to parents, administrators, and (as part of a larger report about the school's "success") an 

independent school accreditation agency.  My textbook selection emphasized a tenth-

grade curriculum focused on grammar and writing for one semester and short stories for 

another, an eleventh-grade curriculum focused on American literature, and a twelfth-

grade curriculum focused on British literature.  I had not written their national 

achievement tests, I had not selected their textbooks, and I had not been consulted about 

what would be "success" for what I taught my students—whatever agency I may have 

imagined for myself as a teacher was quickly replaced with the realization that what I 

taught, how I taught, and even who I taught were all part of a larger social and economic 

system and history.  

I admit to the impact my K-12 experiences have had because like other Rhetoric 

and Composition scholars have noted (Jones Royster, Jung, Adler-Kassner), my 

scholarship is tied to these developmental moments in my life and I cannot separate one 

from the other.  I come to Rhetoric and Composition as someone who started as a teacher, 

as someone whose students' daily concerns in and out of the classroom were a part of the 

learning environment—there was no separation.  I watched my students struggle across 

seven-class period days, five days a week, with many involved in some form of 

extracurricular activities to help with college prospects and still others working after-

school jobs.  I spent a lot of time figuring out lesson plans that would help my students 

meet state standards while also giving them the messy space required for learning.  As I 

moved into higher education, I continued to watch the students juggle, but now with 

employment, family commitments, other courses, and baggage from previous English 
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experiences.  I may have changed my teaching locations, but my students' outside 

demands continued to influence the classroom, giving me an additional component to 

consider when I designed course sequences.  What could I do that accounted for the 

department’s course standards with the demands that existed outside of the classroom?  

I am not surprised at the student fatigue that I often see in the first-year course, 

nor am I often surprised that for my students, the university represents a final step to an 

imagined freedom—one where tests, papers, and homework do not exist.  My students 

carry fatigue because they are overworked and trying to stay afloat.  They believe that 

education can change their lives, but they are also worn down by their previous 

experiences with education, especially the amount of testing and limited writing 

environments they have had.  And what I find myself addressing throughout the semester 

are the varied ways my students' bad experiences with writing and reading (and education 

in general) come forward, are not left behind in their K-12 environments, but are very 

much alive as they enter first-year writing and have already decided whether or not they 

are writers (or learners) before we even begin.  My project aims to answer part of the 

complicated question: how did we get here? 

 

From Here to There: The Organization of the Project 

If we consider the call from Rhetoric and Composition scholars to be aware of 

national moves in education, in higher education and K-12, then this project speaks to 

developing a broader understanding of how we got here—an education system controlled 

more by federal mandates than state and local initiatives, controlled by conversations 

about standardization and testing, and controlled by economic, rather than educational, 
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interests—and how we might advocate for ourselves and our students.  My project 

becomes even more important as public education continues to shift, especially in light of 

a new administration focused on removing federal regulation in favor of states' rights.  

Just a few years ago, public education moved toward Common Core, and in 2015, the 

federal government repealed No Child Left Behind (2001) in favor of Every Student 

Succeeds Act (2015).  However, these elements may no longer even exist in the new 

administration that seems focused on expanding school choice and letting states decide 

what to do with (public) education.  We are, once again, at a shift in education that will 

affect the students who come to our classrooms.  As federal discourse about education, 

these documents establish the purpose of reform, which in turn commodifies education 

for how it can benefit American cultural and economic dominance.  An expectation about 

how reform should affect the nation would impact how education occurs in the 

classroom, which Bernstein argues is part of pedagogic discourse.  What we teach, even 

how we teach, is constructed by the political, social, and economic situations that 

surround us.  In this way, the federal reform documents are also “discourse-as-social 

practice," with the reform meant to spread and inspire action among its stakeholders 

(Fairclough Qtd. in Blommaert 30).  The contradictions in education lie with the role 

crisis rhetoric has had on reform and an established narrative about education that 

stresses its value for democracy and equity. 

Education provides a way to even the playing field, so to speak, allowing for 

anyone with drive and perseverance to succeed no matter what the situations of birth.  

Furthermore, education carries cultural importance for the ways in which it creates an 

informed citizenry who can actively participate in democracy—an idea that spans several 
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decades into the disciplines of education, philosophy, and Rhetoric and Composition.  In 

the early 20th century, John Dewey outlines as a purpose of education “not that of stating 

merely the ideas of the men who made this country, their hopes and intentions, but of the 

teaching what a democratic society means under existing conditions” (300).  He further 

explains that education provides spaces in which we can learn what it means to be truly 

democratic, inclusive of all people who are part of the country.  He critiques what he sees 

as a loyalty to symbols and oaths that does not extend to the tolerance needed in everyday 

life, asking “[a]re we entirely free from that racial intolerance, so that we can pride 

ourselves upon having achieved a complete democracy?  Our treatment of the Negroes, 

anti-Semitism, the growing (at least I fear it is growing) serious opposition to the alien 

immigrant within our gates, is, I think, a sufficient answer to that question” (301).  In 

Dewey’s philosophy, public education should provide a space where students can learn 

“active, intelligent participation in the building and rebuilding and the eternal rebuilding 

… of a democratic society” (301) and this is a society that constantly changes as 

technology and culture shift.  

Educator Paulo Freire, whose writings form the basis of critical pedagogy, offers 

us a similar insight into the purpose of not education, but “educational projects,”11 

arguing not only for education as means to engage in society but also as a way to change 

existing, oppressive power structures.  I am not suggesting that Dewey and Freire offer 

                                                 
11 Freire argues against systemic education, a space forged by political power and the oppressor: “But if the 

implementation of a liberating education requires political power and the oppressed have none, how then is 

it possible to carry out the pedagogy of the oppressed prior to the revolution? This is a question of the 

greatest importance, the reply to which is at least tentatively outlined in Chapter 4. One aspect of the reply 

is to be found in the distinction between systematic education, which can only be changed by political 

power, and educational projects, which should be carried out with the oppressed in the process of 

organizing them” (54).  
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identical purposes, but rather they both present education as a means of engaging with the 

world; without education, people are locked out of participating.  For Freire,   

The pedagogy of the oppressed, as a humanist and libertarian pedagogy, 

has two distinct stages. In the first, the oppressed unveil the world of 

oppression and through the praxis commit themselves to its 

transformation. In the second stage, in which the reality of oppression has 

already been transformed, this pedagogy ceases to belong to the oppressed 

and becomes a pedagogy of all people in the process of permanent 

liberation. In both stages, it is always through action in depth that the 

culture of domination is culturally confronted. (8)  

Like Dewey’s suggestion, Freire argues for educational settings that require active and 

intelligent participation in order engage with the world around us.  Education is not a 

place for rote memorization and testing, a banking model to use Freire’s terms.  

Education has a more ethical goal: participation in society.   

These ideas are built into Rhetoric and Composition, too, in our professional 

organizations and across the work of various scholars. The National Council of Teachers 

of English establishes that education is a place where “all students can learn” [italics 

mine] and our classrooms are places “where many students learn they have a right to their 

own language, where multiple forms of literacy are explored, where censorship is 

abhorred, and where difference is valued in pursuit of an education befitting a 

democracy” (“NCTE Core Values”).   Mike Rose speaks to this in Possible Lives: The 

Promise of Public Education in America.  Writing in response to what he also calls 

“crisis rhetoric” (424) in public schools and hoping to bring a hopeful tone to the 
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educational conversation, Rose pulls on a Dewey-esque belief in education: some of the 

schools he visited are “places that embody the hope for a free and educated society that 

has, at its best, driven this extraordinary American experiment [democracy] from the 

beginning” (1).  He admits his positionality, too, when he refers to the classrooms he 

visited as “democratic spaces” (423), rather than as a space for rote memorization and 

standardized testing.  Rhetoric and Composition’s critical pedagogy scholars Ira Shor, 

James Berlin, and bell hooks all work from the idea that the classroom is a space for 

liberatory education, where what we learn focuses our attention on disrupting existing, 

oppressive power structures in order to transform the world. 

As I develop in the dissertation, however, access and democratic participation are 

only part of a larger network involved in constructing education.  The National Defense 

Education Act (1958) (NDEA), The Elementary and Secondary Education Act (1965) 

(ESEA), A Nation at Risk: The Imperative for Education Reform (1983), and Goals 2000: 

Educate America Act (1994) were created to respond to, and thus change, moments of 

national (foreign and domestic) crises, and the documents frame education as a means of 

maintaining and preserving American military and economic strength and dominance.  

While a popular narrative about public education speaks to education as a place for 

fairness and access (Dewey, Freire, Rose), the addition of national security, threat, and 

anxiety to federal education discourses changes the stakes for students and teachers.  

Standardized testing and content areas become weaponized (a la Wible), with a military 

potential included in whatever mainstream bootstraps narrative exists.  The inclusion of 

military language—of power, dominance—supports Foucault's connection between the 

role of the prison and the school: to create an integrated, law-abiding, nation-upholding 
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citizen (Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison).  The federal curriculum reforms 

serve to develop a particular kind of participant whose knowledge base will serve the 

cultural and economic capital needed for business, military, and national dominance. 

In my project, I argue that the ideas and institutions attached to national security 

in turn effect broader curriculum reform and maintain cultural hegemony through public 

education.  More specifically, my argument is that Demosthenes' and Cicero's crisis 

rhetoric—a convergence of national security, anxiety, and the rhetoric of an authority 

(explained in the following chapter)—unites stakeholders across interests and thus pushes 

forward reform centered on not just improving education, but securing the nation.  With 

the chapters that follow, I outline links between national security and education 

discourses from the early 20th century, as seen across a variety texts, establishing a long 

history of education and national crisis, before examining the historical national crisis 

"stressors" that were part of the construction of 20th century federal education reform.  In 

the chapters that follow, I offer a counterhistory to education reform that allows us to 

examine federal education policy and reports to better understand the current climate of 

corporate education we face in the Academy (Welch and Scott, Skinnell, Horner et al.).  

As most of us teach students who have come through a public K-12 system (and I would 

argue that even private K-12 schools push similar curriculum), we would be remiss to 

overlook not just K-12 writing situations but the institution's curriculum histories.   

In Chapter 1, I outline a history of crisis in education that not only allows for a 

crisis of learning and teaching, but a national security crisis where foreign and domestic 

threats challenge American beliefs in superiority and (global) dominance.  The chapter 

explores the role that anxiety and crisis have in providing rhetorical energy to push 
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forward education reform when the early 20th century did not have federal interventions 

to K-12 education.  More specifically, the chapter explains Demosthenes' and Cicero's 

crisis rhetoric, a focal term for the dissertation, and its role in federal education policy 

development and maintenance.  Chapters 2, 3, 4, and 5 provide alternative histories to 

20th century federal education policy, analyzing the historical context of each respective 

document (National Defense Education Act, Elementary and Secondary Education Act, A 

Nation at Risk, and Goals 2000) through the lens of crisis rhetoric.  Each chapter includes 

an analysis of one document for the way it engages the context-specific crisis within its 

text and how it constructs education (curriculum suggestions/mandates, teacher training, 

etc.) as tied to the preservation and maintenance of the nation.  To address my questions 

about the rhetoric of the policy documents, I have turned to the intertextuality of 

education reform policies and surrounding federal documents (executive summaries, 

State of the Union addresses, etc.) to gather a sense of not only the policy but the crisis 

context in which these reform documents exist.  I establish the crisis context for each 

document by privileging news stories from the era (what did the public think?) and 

presidential rhetoric (what did someone with direct political influence think?).12  I close 

with Chapter 6, an examination of what it means to teach and learn in a climate of crisis.  

                                                 
12 In the case of the National Defense Education Act, I incorporate the work of Senator Lister Hill and 

Stewart McClure, the major contributors to the bill, because first, then-President Eisenhower opposed 

federal interventions in education and second, these authors were the first to draft legislation to provide 

school aid that impacted general curriculum shifts (Cross 8).  With the later federal documents, I pull from 

presidential documents (speeches and printed reports) about crisis, education, or some discussion of both 

because by this point, education had become a documented concern by the Executive Branch (Cross 16).  

In this way, I recognize that presidential rhetoric is directly tied to crisis rhetoric (Cherwitz and Zagacki 

309) and that “the modern presidency is a ‘rhetorical presidency’ in that speaking to the public has become 

a central function” (Neumann and Coe 13), though it is not always the most powerful component in the 

network of policy (Dingo). 
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The chapter reviews the major arguments of the dissertation and then considers the 

current state of federal involvement in K-12 education. 

Ultimately, my project addresses how educational policy reform maintains 

America’s (real and imagined) existing inter/national dominance through its push towards 

specific curriculum initiatives in the legislation.13  The histories of my dissertation 

account for the deliberate use of threat, anxiety, and crisis rhetoric to push forward 

federal K-12 legislation.  These ideas and institutions are both political—coming from 

the legislators and presidents in government—and public—coming from news documents 

and voter awareness of real and perceived threats to American dominance.  As I have 

outlined in this chapter, education policy reform is constructed by a network of interests 

(Edbauer, Dingo, Bernstein) and those interests become more salient with the rhetorical 

energy provided by anxiety, enabling something like national security to bear on a variety 

of policy shifts.  my argument is that crisis rhetoric—a convergence of national security, 

anxiety, and the rhetoric of an authority (in this case, the federal government)—unites 

stakeholders across interests and thus pushes forward reform centered on not just 

improving education, but securing the nation.  To that end, my project examines the 

                                                 
13 Through the lens of cultural hegemony, informed by Gramsci and Foucault, public schools then serve the 

state because the state would control language (and by extension knowledge), thereby creating a space 

where the population provides its consent for control—because people do not have the knowledge/language 

or means to dissent and those that would dissent face disciplinary consequences—and creating a space that 

reinforces consent through coercion—because in America, school is mandatory and state laws establish 

attendance requirements that if violated can land the parents of students with fines and court dates.  The ties 

between state control and education would lead Michel Foucault to link standardized education to a form of 

state surveillance in Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison.  He explains that “modern penality” is 

not the result of only a prison system, but of “new mechanisms of normalizing judgement,” where policing 

“has joined other powers—the Law, the Word (Parole) and the Text, Tradition” and “[t]he Normal is 

established as a principle of coercion in teaching with the introduction of a standardized education and the 

establishment of écoles normales (teachers’ training colleges)” (183, 184).  For Foucault, “normalization 

becomes one of the great instruments of power” so that something like national, state, and local educational 

policies and training programs enforce compliance by creating and maintaining a benchmark by which all 

individuals are measured (184). 
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network of influence among crises, presidential addresses, and public perception of 

events and education that in turn impact the federal policy language.  I argue for a long 

history of crisis-focused rhetoric used to develop, promote, and sustain 20th century 

federal interventions into K-12 curriculum reform as seen in the National Defense 

Education Act (1958) [NDEA], Elementary and Secondary Education Act (1965) 

[ESEA], A Nation at Risk (1983), and Goals 2000: Educate America Act (1994) [Goals]. 
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Land of the Dread: Crisis and National Security in Federal Education Discourse 

 

 

Government policy documents and reports offer texts that merge the interests of 

those in power with the public as they (collectively) work to preserve and maintain an 

existing social order.  As Wilson notes, “[p]ublic policy making in the United States has 

been characterized as experiencing long terms of stability punctuated by periods of abrupt 

and episodic change” (247).  Part of the reason for the periods of stability, the lack of 

policy development (either as new or reformed policy), is tied to what Wilson outlines as 

why policy changes: policy shifts when “stressors/enablers” call into question the 

effectiveness of a particular governance.  He lists international events, natural disasters, 

changing populations and ideologies, and even new discoveries (260-261).  In other 

words, policy remains unchanged because the existing (dominant) regime—be that 

political power or ideological system—maintains socioeconomic stability and has not 

been threatened.  Only in the face of stressors might previous policy seem inadequate and 

force what he refers to as “paradigm shifts,” which “are signaled by a dramatic increase 

in media attention toward an issue, by an increase in the number of articles or books 

published presenting the alternative paradigm and by a change in the way policy leaders 

present the image of the policy or tell stories about the issue” (263).  

There exist many exigencies on education policy development (as I mentioned in 

my last chapter, from local government, voting citizens, universities, and business for 

instance), and in this chapter, I present one of these: crisis rhetoric.  For my project, crisis 

is a rhetorical tool in the distribution and circulation of policy development and reform (à 

la Wilson), but when I use the term, I nod to the tradition established by Demosthenes 

and Cicero.  In the ancient tradition, crisis rhetoric is specific to the maintenance and 
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preservation of the state, rather than something like a response to a natural disaster.  

Furthermore, crisis rhetoric, as they constructed it, had three elements: the crisis was a 

battle between good and evil, the crisis was one of all civilization, and the crisis 

demanded action for "absolute victory or honorable defeat" (Wooten 169).  This chapter 

examines how crisis rhetoric, according to Cicero and Demosthenes and extended into 

presidential rhetoric, constructs part of the network (Dingo) that circulates policy 

discourse and by extension education reform, particularly through the rhetorical energy of 

anxiety and fear (Lacan, Ahmed, Chaput).  As I mentioned in my last chapter, my 

argument is that crisis rhetoric—a convergence of national security, anxiety, and the 

rhetoric of an authority (in this case, the federal government)—unites stakeholders across 

interests and thus pushes forward curriculum centered on not just improving education, 

but securing the nation.  To that end, I close the chapter with a brief history of the 

convergence of anxiety and crisis in early 20th century education discourses, noting how 

several authors and texts merged national security crises into educational spaces in order 

to support federal involvement in education; this history, however, demonstrates that, as I 

outline in the later section about anxiety, crisis can provide rhetorical energy to ideas, but 

it does not determine action (in this case, federal involvement). 

 

Defining Crisis: A Classical Tradition in Modernity 

 

The public schools of America are the first line of defense of democracy.  The enemies of 

democracy know they cannot conquer America until they have first conquered or 

controlled the American teachers and the public schools.  Know your schools, protect 

your schools, actively resent criticism of them, work for them and thus render a real 

service to the youth and the Nation, and strike a blow for democracy and the security of 

America.  
-- Leonard K. Bowman, "Public Education and National Security" (1948), pp. 76  
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In this competition [between The U.S. and Soviet Russia] the primary factor is 

education.  And here there is genuine cause for American alarm.  
-- Dorothy Thompson, "Genuine Cause for U.S. Alarm" (1956) 

 
The best safeguard against the threat of the enemies of liberty to pervert and enslave the 
minds of our youth by mass propaganda is to preserve public education on a centralized 

basis. 
--E. Smythe Gambrell, "And Now, Fulfillment" (1961), pp. 7 

 

Education and national security are inextricably intertwined.  The classroom is one of the 

primary mediums for the establishment of social networks ... 
-- Tamara Zúñiga-Brown, "Minds on Minds: Education and National Security" (2011), pp. 357 

 

Lloyd F. Bitzer's rhetorical situation brought forward an important element for 

rhetorical analysis: exigence.  Though he limited exigence's role to creating discourse, 

rather that discourse also creating exigence (Vatz, Smith and Lybarger), both Edbauer 

and Dingo, as I mentioned in my last chapter, emphasize the importance of context and 

circulation in the creation of public rhetoric, and more importantly, they extend the work 

of context to allow for a variety of factors that emphasize movement across elements that 

are not easily contained within writer-text-audience (the limitations of Bitzer's work).  

Edbauer, Dingo, and Bernstein call us to not only pay attention to who writes, but what 

ideas and images are brought forward and how those ideas might circulate beyond 

documents and speeches into the lived experiences of the people impacted by legislation.  

The epigraph for the section demonstrates how crisis circulates into education 

discourse to promote education as a solution to national security concerns: here are four 

examples of discussions that link education and national security concerns all 

representing different eras and publication venues.  Both Bowman's and Thompson's 

respective articles show us the way non-government officials linked the ideas together, 

proclaiming education as a kind of weapon in a war to preserve American democracy.  

Gambrell's commencement address also illustrates this, while specifically telling his 
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audience that "the forces of evil stalk the earth" (2) in the form of "Fascism, Nazism, and 

Stalinism" (6).  And Zúñiga-Brown's article calls for those in military communities to 

make education "a top priority for the twenty-first century in the collective search for 

viable and innovative solutions [to national security issues]" (352).  These examples 

demonstrate what policy scholars14 acknowledge as the many outside influences on 

national and state legislation, particularly Wilson's suggestion that policy 

changes/reforms when majors “stressors” impact the stability of a nation and that the 

changes result from shifts to existing power arrangements, policy paradigms, and/or 

organizational arrangements.  In these situations, the old “policy regime” is replaced by a 

new one that addresses the concerns raised by the external pressures.  Policy change is 

not an abrupt thing, but rather something that happens as a result of long-term cultural 

and economic shifts brought to bear on “some sort of trigger event—a catastrophic 

accident, a depression, a war, etc.—which raises the visibility of an issue, precipitates 

public awareness of a situation, or dramatizes a problem” (248). 

                                                 
14 Education scholars have adopted and modified the policy regimes framework when examining policy 

documents, as well, which I illustrate here to establish the approach’s accepted value in policy research and 

thus to my project.  Benjamin Superfine specifically refers to the policy regimes framework as part of this 

methodology in Equality in Education Law and Policy, 1954-2010.  He extends Wilson’s argument by 

pulling on recent intersections in education policy, noting major elements of the framework: 1) it argues 

that policy change is gradual, and 2) it opens up policy research into historical developments that allowed 

certain changes to happen (21).  Patrick McGuinn also adopts this model, arguing that the passage of No 

Child Left Behind (2001) could happen because of the previous three decades’ changes made in education 

discourse, particularly policy and public opinion in favor of education as a federal issue (21).  Jesse Rhodes 

extends the policy regimes framework further by categorizing education interests across six specific spaces: 

political entrepreneurs, business entrepreneurs, civil rights entrepreneurs, educational liberals, educational 

conservatives, and organizations representing state elected officials.  And Joel Spring, writing specifically 

about the politics of education, offers his own five groups that influence education: special interest groups 

(political), teachers’ unions, the corporate sector, foundations, and other interests groups (religious, 

philosophical).  All of these scholars who adopt a policy regimes approach examine the wider cultural and 

economic influences on education reform, establishing the network of interests that create education 

discourse, noting that education is not free from cultural and political influence. 
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I bring forward crisis as a rhetorical tool in the distribution and circulation of 

policy reform, but to clarify its place in my project, when I present the idea of the 

rhetoric of crisis/crisis rhetoric, I root my terminology selection in a rhetorical tradition 

established by Demosthenes and Cicero in their respective Philippics and extended into 

studies about presidential rhetoric.  The speeches of Demosthenes and Cicero focus on 

criticizing a political situation: Demosthenes critiques a relationship between Athens and 

Philip of Macedon, and Cicero condemns Marc Antony in favor of Octavian (Wooten 5, 

12-16).  The orators ground rhetoric of crisis/crisis rhetoric as a direct response to a 

political moment, specifically moments that question who has power and whether the 

state is safe against an enemy—this is not a crisis of teacher and student performance.  

Crisis rhetoric is not only publicly political, however; it has three other elements that 

Cecil W. Wooten presents in Cicero's Philippics and Their Demosthenic Model: The 

Rhetoric of Crisis:  

1. The orator simplifies the crisis into a binary "between good and evil, right 

and wrong" (169).  

2. The orator presents the crisis as "a fundamental crisis of the civilization" 

(169).   

3. The orator operates from the "disjunctive mode," an approach that refuses 

to "compromise or to deal with the enemy" and pushes toward "absolute 

victory or honorable defeat" (169). 

Demosthenes and Cicero require that crisis rhetoric comes from those in power and that it 

be tied to a political crisis where a shared citizen identity is threatened by internal and 

external power struggles and enemies.  Because crisis rhetoric has roots in political 
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situations, though, contemporary scholarship that engages examples of crisis rhetoric 

examines its connections to the modern American presidency, establishing the authority 

of the executive office and official White House publications in developing national 

narratives that could then impact policy and national ideologies.  On the one hand, the 

ancient tradition and presidential rhetoric are tied to a form of public address and reflect 

responses to political moments.  James W. Ceasar et al.'s "The Rise of the Rhetorical 

Presidency" note direct interaction with the public as a hallmark of modern presidents 

because before the 20th century, "[p]residents rarely spoke directly to the people, 

preferring communications between the branches of government … Very few were 

domestic 'policy speeches' of the sort so common today, and attempts to move the nation 

by means of an exalted picture of a perfect ideal were almost unknown" (159).  The 

authors attribute this rise in public address to "an assembly-line of speechwriters" that 

allow a president "to say something on every conceivable occasion … a week scarcely 

goes by without at least one major news story devoted to coverage of a radio or TV 

speech, an address to Congress, a speech to a convention, a press conference, a news 

release, or some other presidential utterance" (159).   

In addition, Jeffery K. Tulis, one of the authors of the above article, expanded 

these ideas into his book The Rhetorical Presidency, in which he argues for the 

importance of "direct popular appeal" for modern presidents because this direct approach 

is part of a "political strategy that has produced a stunning string of partisan successes, 

including budget cuts, tax reform, a large military build-up and accompanying social and 

diplomatic policies" (4).  He refers to the modern presidency as one of "rhetorical 

leadership" where what is said and what texts are produced matter when they 
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"[legitimize] political practice" and present systems "more complex than simple cause 

and effect because rhetoric is not only the result of various ideas, but also the medium for 

their expression" (13).  Tulis' definition of political rhetoric reflects what Edbauer, Dingo, 

and Bernstein would later present in their discussion of the network of influences on text 

production, noting that these texts both result from situations (like Bitzer suggests) as 

well as produce situations (like Vatz's critique of Bitzer and like Trimbur's emphasis on 

circulation changing the meaning of texts).  Because the modern presidency allows for so 

much direct address to the public, the interaction between president and public 

establishes an expectation for presidents where "speaking is governing" (Ceasar et al., 

159), which reflects one of the major elements of crisis rhetoric: those with political 

power must address the public in order to establish the crisis while demanding a 

necessary absolute victory. 

In The President as Interpreter-in-Chief, Mary E. Stuckey extends the work of 

Ceasar et al. and Tulis by emphasizing the important role presidents play in national 

crises as "the nation's chief storyteller" and "interpreter-in-chief" when they "tells us 

stories about ourselves" that influence "what sort of people we are" and how we are 

constituted as a community" (Qtd. in Eisenstadt 58-59).  Though she critiques the 

quantity of direct public address allowed by technological advancement as a means of 

weakening democracy for the way it limits understanding about events, she hits on an 

important point: the words of modern presidents impact how we engage with current 

events and how we define ourselves in those moments (the influence of circulation).  She 

further develops the role of presidents in establishing national responses with Defining 

Americans: The Presidency and National Identity where she outlines the ways presidents' 
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philosophical leanings and key constituents impacted how each president discussed what 

it means to be American and who can be a part of the nation—emphasizing the 

president's role in perpetuating cultural hegemony.  Though studies in modern 

presidential rhetoric acknowledge the quantity of public interactions that cover any 

possible situation and how that rhetoric impacts the public, scholars also specifically 

address the intersections with crisis rhetoric and national identity. 

If we consider the rhetoricity of the executive office, allowing that it 

communicates across multiple platforms (speeches, interviews, debates, news stories, and 

executive orders, for instance), then we can analyze to the role presidential rhetoric has as 

an authority in times of crisis—how do they discuss crisis?  what role does America have 

in the present crisis?--that then influences other discourses.  Demosthenes and Cicero 

require that crisis rhetoric comes from those in power and that it be tied to a political 

crisis where a shared citizen identity is threatened by internal and external power 

struggles and enemies.  Ceasar et al., Tulis, and Stuckey outline the authority held by the 

office of president, which illustrates the power of presidential rhetoric, though only 

Stuckey deals with the importance of presidential rhetoric in times of crisis (in the role of 

interpreter of events).  In "Consummatory Versus Justificatory Crisis Rhetoric," 

communication scholars Richard A. Cherwitz and Kenneth S. Zagaki examine the 

rhetorical strategies of presidential responses to international crisis, noting that the office 

creates discourse that is both "the sole response of our government to states of 

emergency" and "part of a larger, military retaliation taken by the government" (307, 

italics in the original).  They explain, in a way that echoes Bitzer and Vatz, that "rhetoric 

plays an important role in framing national responses to international emergencies" 
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because "events become crises, not because of unique sets of situational exigencies, but 

by virtue of discourse used to describe them" (307) and they acknowledge the importance 

of presidents' influence on public responses (308).15  Considering the different rhetorical 

strategies they outline as justificatory and consummatory, we see the elements Cecil W. 

Wooten established as part of crisis rhetoric: the binary of good and evil, the threat of 

civilization's collapse, and the disjunctive mode that demands victory or honorable 

defeat.  First, the good-evil binary exists for both rhetorical strategies because on the one 

hand, justificatory rhetoric rationalizes American military response as "retaliatory, 

provoked, and retributive," and on the other hand, consummatory rhetoric establishes a 

high road where "discourse is the response" and the country does not retaliate because "to 

do so would justify violence" (309, italics in original).  Second, both strategies hint at the 

collapse of civilization because justificatory rhetoric sets up crises as "offenses 

perpetrated by ruthless, savage and uncivilized enemies" and consummatory discourse 

emphasizes the lack of military response as a kind of national benevolence that the 

attacking country does not have (309, 310, 312).  Finally, both rhetorical strategies 

demand victory from the nation; the victory is either military, an attack against the 

offending country, or moral, the gesture to not meet violence with violence—though 

Cherwitz and Zagaki note that consummatory rhetoric "serves to warn—and often 

threaten—that future occurrences of violence will not go unanswered" (309).   

In "The Function of Epideictic and Deliberative Strategies in Presidential Crisis 

Rhetoric," Bonnie J. Dow argues "different crisis situations call for different rhetorical 

responses" so to analyze crisis rhetoric, we have to understand "how the rhetoric 

                                                 
15 Their assertion also complicates using Bitzer's linear model of the rhetorical situation, where the 

exigence creates the rhetoric, rather than rhetoric creating the exigence, in policy analysis. 



56 

 

functions to respond to the exigence created by the situation" (295).  She develops 

presidential crisis rhetoric further, allowing that it can, as Cherwitz and Zagaki suggest, 

respond and create crisis, but that it also "fulfill[s] a need for communal understanding" 

and "strive[s] for policy approval" (294).  I have outlined in detail the projects of 

Cherwitz and Zagaki and Dow because their scholarship demonstrates the rhetorical 

tradition that moves from Bitzer's rhetorical situation to Edbauer's and Dingo's emphasis 

on a networked model.  Cherwitz, Zagaki, and Dow point out the discursive role of 

presidential crisis rhetoric that allows for it to respond to crisis and create (future) crisis.  

Also, they show the intersection of the authority given to presidential rhetoric and its 

place in crisis rhetoric as a means by which we construct, understand, and respond to 

crisis.  Whether a president's response to crisis is consummatory or justificatory, the 

response reifies American exceptionalism as both a government and public narrative.  

Cherwitz, Zagaki, and Dow illustrate the complexities of presidential crisis rhetoric so 

that we can read these moments for how the response to crisis to defend military action, 

establish a moral high ground, work toward public unity, and/or support policy 

developments.   

Underlying their work is the importance of public opinion in accepting whatever 

the crisis response is, and in this way, we see Dingo's assertion that a network model 

allows for power to be relational and shifting.  A president may be invested with 

authority so that his public addresses are conceived as proof of governance (Ceasar et al., 

Tulis) and a president may be part of how we construct national identities (Stuckey) and 

establish responses in times of crisis (Cherwitz, Zagaki, and Dow), but for any of this to 

work, the public must accept government and military decisions as rational responses in 
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times of crisis.  A president may not approve of federal involvements in education (as is 

the case with Eisenhower and Reagan), but engaging with crisis rhetoric, especially with 

the material reality of said crisis, inserts (national) threat and anxiety into larger identity 

narratives, and these fears make their way into 20th century federal education policy 

development, providing an affective energy to the existing network that impacts 

education. 

 

Using Crisis for Reform: Threat, Anxiety, and Rhetorical Energy 

The idea that crisis might enact change, that somehow attitudes would shift in 

times of crisis, is not unique to Wilson's policy regimes framework.  Naomi Klein writes 

about the way corporate interests used major moments of shock—the 9/11 attacks and 

Hurricane Katrina, for example—in order to advance neoliberal philosophies tied to free 

markets and privatization in her book The Shock Doctrine: The Rise of Disaster 

Capitalism.  She argues that corporations use the fallout from national disasters—the 

mass public confusion and disorientation of recovery—in order to push their "economic 

shock therapy" into the rebuilding process.  Like Wilson, Klein also posits that the 

response to crisis is built from larger institutions; she traces recent economic shifts back 

to 20th century developments: the economic philosophies of Milton Friedman, South 

America's various experiments in Friedmanite economic structures, and CIA-led warfare 

and torture manuals.  These ideas, she argues, inform the 21st century responses to 

disaster.  In Branded Bodies, Rhetoric, and the Neoliberal Nation-State, Jennifer 

Wingard asserts the connections between economic crisis and how government and 

media brand various communities in order to present them "as cautionary tales of what to 
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avoid, whom to fear, and who is outside the norm of citizenship" (ix).  These cautionary 

tales can then impact federal policy to the detriment of negatively branded bodies, and 

Wingard points to both the Defense of Marriage Act (1996) and the Uniting and 

Strengthening America by Providing Appropriate Tools Required to Intercept and 

Obstruct Terrorism Act (2001) (more colloquially known as "The PATRIOT Act") to 

argue for the legislative dangers inherent in branding communities.  Although Wilson, 

Klein, and Wingard represent the effect of crisis in different spaces, they direct us toward 

the role a (perceived) crisis has in shifts in government and corporate policy.  There is, 

according to these scholars, rhetorical agency in crisis. 

Moreover, in an American political context, as is the focus of my project, crisis 

and its resulting anxiety are important for the study of American policy because of the 

country's belief in its exceptionalism, which thus raises the stakes for narratives about 

inter/national threats.  On the one hand, the stakes for the nation's downfall would be 

higher (at least for its citizens) because a bastion of freedom and democracy is under 

attack.  American exceptionalism requires we see "that the United States is unique, if not 

superior, when compared to other nations" in part because "America is a special nation 

with a special role—possibly ordained by God—to play in human history" (Weiss and 

Edwards 1).  On the other hand, beliefs in American exceptionalism magnify national 

pressures that create institutions as a means by which dominant groups maintain 

hegemonic control.  Because exceptionalism not only presents America as unique but the 

belief "is an essential part of America's political, cultural, and social DNA," the country 

has pushed its ideologies onto other nations, no matter the cost, including failed military 

endeavors and alienation from an increasingly globalized world (1, 3, 4).  The 
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interactions among American ideologies and global powers and markets create a network 

where Demosthenes' and Cicero's crisis rhetoric plays out across several stages: political, 

military, economic, and even educational. 

As I discussed in my introduction, education policy reform is constructed by a 

network of interests (Edbauer, Dingo, Bernstein) and those interests become more salient 

with the rhetorical energy provided by anxiety, enabling something like national security 

to bear on a variety of policy shifts.  Engaging with crisis would not be an effective 

rhetorical strategy were it not for a powerful rhetorical tool: anxiety.  Demosthenes and 

Cicero wanted to enact change in their government systems, a change of policy so to 

speak, and they presented that change as a response to a constructed narrative about a 

battle between good and evil meant to harness an audience's fear of civilization's 

collapse.  Their contemporaries needed to change society because to not change it would 

lead to the end of their civilization, evil winning.  The kind of anxiety that can result from 

fearful politics can then influence political change, which emphasizes how important 

anxiety is in rhetoric.  In fact, rhetoric scholar Callum Matheson reclaims anxiety for 

rhetorical study, offering it as more than an individual experience, but a social, 

institutional one:    

I propose a reinterpretation of anxiety as an inherently rhetorical 

phenomenon arising from networks of affective investment, mediated by 

symbols, which disrupts the conditions of enjoyment for a subject’s 

fantasies.  This explanation of anxiety is aided by a new translation of 

psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan’s seminar on the topic.  Because anxiety has 

to do with the uncertainty about the desire of the Other (the Symbolic 
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order which makes communication possible), it is inherently tied to 

language and the operations of trope. (3)    

Matheson, in quoting Lacan, contends that anxiety deserves more serious study because 

of the effect it can have on people’s decisions.  Anxiety is not a solely individual 

experience, but instead one built across a network—including the institutional forces 

around us—which echoes Dingo's argument about the creation of policy.    

Noam Chomsky also suggests anxiety and fears are tied cultural and historical 

memories, especially within an American context, again suggesting that anxiety is built 

across a network.  In response to a student who asked about America's current fascination 

with the zombie apocalypse, he admitted to not knowing much about zombies but 

knowing about America’s narratives about itself.  He offered: “The United States is an 

unusually frightened country.  And in such circumstances, people concoct either for 

escape, or maybe out of relief, fears that terrible things happen.”  He then continued to 

examine American literature as a place where those fears played out, first with American 

Indian populations, and later with British forces, then slaves, and more recently concerns 

with immigration and drug trafficking.  He is also particular about the elements that make 

up the American fear narrative: “It turns out this enemy, this horrible enemy that's about 

to destroy us, is somebody we're crushing.”  For as much as democracy and freedom may 

be hallmarks of American culture, Chomsky asks that we see fear of the oppressed Other 

as equally important.  He asks that we acknowledge a much longer history for American 

fear and anxiety—one that pre-dates recent discussions about catastrophe and collapse.  If 

we accept Chomsky’s suggestion, then we can begin to look at a variety of institutions for 
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the way fear impacts decisions and policies, especially as those decisions exist to 

maintain dominance over particular populations. 

The ideology of American exceptionalism magnifies the possibilities of anxiety, 

and thus crisis rhetoric, because the belief sets up the nation as a "good" against "evil(s)" 

and a cradle for democratic civilization (the criteria established by Demosthenes and 

Cicero).  Any political ideology that does not match American beliefs or any nation that 

challenges American dominance can be written/spoken into the narrative of struggle and 

necessary victory.  If we return to cultural hegemony and acknowledge that those in 

power want to maintain it, then we can see how modern presidential rhetoric works to 

create a system that reinforces American exceptionalism, the belief that America is 

unique in the world and thus worth preserving.  First, the works of Ceasar et al. and Tulis 

demonstrate how the modern presidency is a rhetorical one, where speaking to the public 

becomes an extension of government and both responds to current events and creates a 

particular response to them.  Second, Stuckey outlines the importance of the presidents' 

public addresses in constructing an understanding of national identity—who we are, who 

we should be—noting the bias each president brings to a narrative about American 

identity that moves forward ideas about democracy and freedom alongside limits about 

who participates as citizens.  Ceasar et al., Tulis, and Stuckey show the authority invested 

in the executive office through the use of public address, even if the president is not 

primary author of a speech/text.16 As Demosthenes and Cicero outline, crisis rhetoric has 

                                                 
16 The executive office may have a president as a figurehead to do all of the speaking, but as Ceasar et al. 

note in the passage I quoted, the president has an "assembly-line" of speech writers.  The president can both 

originate his speech (which in turn is vetted by editors) or perform a speech written by someone else.  This 

action complicates Bitzer's linear rhetorical situation because the "author" in this case is either aided by 

other unnamed authors or is not the original author and is instead performing a text.  Analyzing presidential 

rhetoric requires a networked model to account for the many interest present in a texts development. 
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to address the public, and in an American context, the executive branch does this in print 

and media. 

Within a paradigm of exceptionalism, threats to American national security and 

the country's continued (perceived) dominance work toward what Sara Ahmed refers to 

as “affective economies,” where she argues that far from being private, emotions have a 

public role in interactions between/among peoples and they serve as a kind of currency to 

cultural and political exchanges (118).  Ahmed connects state/national identities to 

economies of hate and fear suggesting that tapping into existing fears creates the social 

binding needed to build a cohesive identity, and in the same way that a narrative about 

what it means to be a part of a group binds people together, so too does sharing a 

common enemy/threat (121-122).  Political theorist Benedict Anderson develops a 

similar idea to Ahmed's when he notes that though scholars may “insist on the near-

pathological character of nationalism, its roots in fear and hatred of the Other, and its 

affinities with racism, it is useful to remind ourselves that nations inspire love, and often 

profoundly self-sacrificing love” (141).  To love a country is to hate its enemies; to be a 

citizen of a nation is to have an Other who is non-citizen.  The affective binaries of 

love/hate and revere/fear exist in American exceptionalism.  To love the country—to 

think it "special," "unique," and even "ordained by God" (as Weiss and Edwards note)--is 

to devalue other nations and even hate those places and people.  To revere America's 

greatness and place of dominance (real or imagined) is to also fear its end and work to 

prevent it, no matter the cost.  Written into a nation’s identity is a fear of the Other and an 

economy, as Ahmed puts it, where emotions have currency even in legal decision 

making.   
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Callum Matheson calls for rhetoric scholars to reexamine anxiety as a rhetorical 

strategy, one that exists and circulates through individuals and groups by way of shared 

histories and ideology.  Both Sara Ahmed and Catherine Chaput discuss the way 

emotions, particularly fear, exist as part of a network that can influence people's 

decisions, especially in relation to national identities.  In Entertaining Fear: Rhetoric and 

the Political Economy of Social Control, Chaput suggests a similar power in emotions, 

building from Ahmed's work: "the circulation of specific discourses constructs an 

affective value or energy that illuminates the multiple attachments comprising a given 

rhetorical situation.  This circulating energy leaves discursive residues that can be tracked 

in order to piece together the overdetermined relationships influencing the larger political 

economic moment" (10).  As discourse circulates across spaces, emotional energy carries 

it forward, shifts its meaning, and constructs a shared history that can impact later 

discourses.  She notes, too, that "the affective energy of fear comes to be through the 

overdetermined circulation of [political, cultural, and economic] values" (13).  Fear does 

not exist as a separate rhetorical situation but instead merges with other artifacts that 

"loosely bind society together in the interests of conserving the current political economic 

system"17 (14).  In this case, anxiety and fear can influence actions, but they "do not 

predict social behavior because the rhetorical energy marking our agentive spaces moves 

at uncertain velocities, in unclear directions, and with unpredictable strengths" (14).  I 

point out Chaput's assertion because anxiety may create an affective investment in 

rhetorical acts (Matheson), but it does not establish a singular exigence for rhetorical 

                                                 
17 Chaput's assertion that rhetorical energy and overdetermination serve to maintain the status quo echoes 

Wilson's position that governmentality works toward policy stability and only reforms under the duress of a 

policy regime change. 
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production (as Bitzer contends about the rhetorical situation) or circulation.  It can 

"energize," but it does not ultimately "determine."  As I mentioned earlier, any policy 

change happens through gradual shifts in ideas but is spurred forward with anxieties 

about the strength and resiliency of the nation (Wilson), but Chaput posits that the 

rhetorical energy of anxiety does not determine action, but instead offers possibilities.  

When I refer to rhetorical energy, I am pulling from Chaput's discussion of emotions 

above; anxiety can impact rhetorical acts (as I demonstrate later with the early 20th 

century education documents), but it does not alone impact policy decisions (as I point 

out with the development of the federal documents). 

 

The Convergence of Anxiety and Crisis: A Revision of American Education History 

Matheson, Ahmed, and Chaput suggest anxiety and fear as part of a complex 

network that can, but does not always, create change, which we see in early 20th century 

federal public education initiatives (or the lack thereof).  In the early history I outline 

here, we see crisis rhetoric merge into education discourses, though the federal 

government and Executive Office does not do this explicitly, which in turn supports 

Tulis' and Stuckey's assertions that presidential rhetoric carries an authority to define 

national interests and identities, even if those interests are not supported by the 

administration.  These moments demonstrate how outside discourse from the president, in 

this case about national security crisis, trickle into other discourse communities.  

Education history scholars (Mitchell, Rhodes, McGuinn, McComiskey, Stock) turn to the 

launch of Sputnik as a catalyst for shifts in K-12 public education; however, the 

conversations about education, federal involvement, curriculum needs, and national 
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security began several decades before.  These conversations about federal involvement in 

general issues of public K-12 institutions, rather than specifics like technical education or 

teacher training programs, centered on how federal aid to education was necessary to help 

schools in states and districts that struggled to fund themselves.  The idea of federal aid, 

so common to our current educational situation, was balked at by state representatives18 

because they saw a slippery slope from federal aid to education to federal demands and 

controls over school concerns (how right they were).  What changes the tenor of this 

conversation, though, was war and then more war topped off with atomic weaponry. 

 In 1920, two years after the end of World War I, John A. H. Keith, then president 

of the State Normal School in Pennsylvania, and William C. Bagley, professor of 

education at the Teachers College of Columbia University authored The Nation and the 

Schools: A Study in the Application of the Principle of Federal Aid to Education in The 

United States, a promotion of the 1919 Smith-Towner Bill, which included federal aid 

allotments and the establishment of a Department of Education (something that was an 

Office at the point of publication).  For seven chapters, they outline previous federal 

involvements in education before shifting towards the reasons why federal aid is needed, 

and it is the first chapter in this section that I find most pertinent to my discussion.  

Chapter eight is titled "What the War Revealed" and its table of contents summary 

begins, "War always reveals educational defects –The war brought out the facts about 

illiteracy in our country – The need for Americanizing the immigrant population was 

                                                 
18 The March 1953 NEA Journal also shows us how educators were averse to federal interventions toward 

education, referring with alarm to congressional investigations into educational effectiveness as a means by 

which to limit academic freedom.  The article specifically addresses higher education courses and 

government's intent to find "'nests of Communists'" on college campuses and thus control university 

teaching/content (Horn 152). 
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clearly appreciated – The inadequate support of education also became evident."  The 

authors outline the "defects" in education before explaining what is needed in education 

and closing with their approval of the 1919 text of the Smith-Towner Bill (which did not 

pass).  The established history between the federal government and public education is 

one reason they offer to support increased federal involvement, but they also turn to 

educational deficits as a reason to increase federal aid, and in this case, those revealed by 

World War I: “Whenever a nation thus strips for conflict and begins to organize all of its 

resources and all of its powers for the supreme test which war affords, the defects in its 

educational policies and practices are clearly revealed” (120).  Their list of “defects” 

includes “[i]lliteracy, limited literacy, physical deficiencies,19 alienism—these are 

certainly evils which education should have corrected” (130).  I want to draw attention 

here to the fact that the realities of a world war became a part of education conversations 

and importantly with educators, not just legislators.    

We see the conversation linking education and national security concerns again in 

1948, in the years following another great war, but this time, the stakes were higher: 

atomic weaponry existed.  After World War II, the conversations about education and 

national security seem to become more explicit, as evidenced by Leonard K. Bowman’s 

1948 “Public Education and National Security" found in Phi Kappa Phi's The 

Educational Forum.  Bowman asserts two pieces I want to highlight: 1) "The public 

                                                 
19 Aside: The physical deficiencies of possible soldiers may not have garnered federal aid to education in 

the way these authors hoped, but it did, at the end of World War II, create legislative change for feeding 

students.  The National School Lunch Act (1946) was a response to malnutrition made more evident by 

those citizens who registered for armed service but were underweight.  The legislation even links itself to 

national security concerns: “It is hereby declared to be the policy of Congress, as a measure of national 

security, to safeguard the health and well-being of the Nation’s children and to encourage the domestic 

consumption of nutritious agricultural commodities and other food, by assisting the States, through grants-

in aid and other means, in providing an adequate supply of food and other facilities for the establishment, 

maintenance, operation and expansion of nonprofit school lunch programs” (Sec. 2).  
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schools of America have become by world events the front line of defense not only of 

this nation but of civilization. American education must be re-studied and re-evaluated 

for the new atomic age," and 2) "The last war took education off the luxury list forever 

and placed it at the head of the list of necessities … the outcome [of war] was a race 

between education and defeat."  Bowman argues for an increased interest in education 

(and its spending) in light of the Atomic Age because without more money for public 

schools, the American public was at risk.  Education here is “the front line of defense,” 

perhaps an impassioned rhetoric to sway the audience, but nonetheless a connection the 

author uses to support his point.  The Facts—on Federal Aid for Schools, a 1948 National 

Education Association report, shows a similar link between education and national 

security.  The title page byline lists "National Security/Economic Progress/World 

Understanding/—thru better education."  It is telling that the report provides national 

security first, and in the foreword questions, "Does the federal government have any 

responsibility to help support a program of education which will make America's future 

secure?" (2).  The report’s answer is yes.  

A few years after Bowman’s piece, the anxieties about war and atomic destruction 

were more pronounced.  In the years leading up to the launch of Sputnik, Soviet Russia 

had successfully tested their own nuclear arms, and America had experienced the 

McCarthy Senate hearings and a national Red Scare (Roper 185).  In 1951, the National 

Education Association and American Council on Education jointly sponsored the report 

Education and National Security, calling on the federal government to provide aid to 

public schools to fund for curriculum changes, teacher training, vocational training, and 

special needs programs.  Their argument centers on the belief that "[a]s we plan the 
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strategy and project the logistics of our national security program, it is important that the 

role of the schools be carefully considered" (15).  As early as 1953, Russia’s scientific 

advances caused concern, especially when federally-sponsored reports showed America 

falling behind in training scientific professionals and in offering general education.  The 

Christian Science Monitor reported that the National Manpower Council, established in 

1951 by President Eisenhower, found that "progress is retarded and even national security 

is weakened by failure to provide proper education and training for 'a vast reservoir of 

highly intelligent young people'" ("Education Lag Called Threat to U.S. Progress and 

Security").  Almost a decade after Bowman's article and with the tensions between 

America and the USSR mounting, Dorothy Thompson, a reporter for The Anniston Star, 

an Alabama newspaper, wrote "In this competition the primary factor is education. And 

here there is genuine cause for American alarm." She continues to expound on the 

problems in education that are problems only insofar as they present a threat to national 

security.  Published in the same year as Thompson's article, the Joint Committee Report 

Engineering and Scientific Manpower in the United States, Western Europe and Soviet 

Russia continued the warning:  "It should be no secret that the United States is in 

desperate danger of falling behind the Soviet world in a critical field of competition—the 

life-and-death field of competition in the education and training of adequate numbers of 

scientists, engineers, and technicians" (Price v).    

The examples I have outlined illustrate the dawning of a particular kind of dread, 

not one that is a crisis of learning but a crisis of national security as a result of failing 

education, and importantly, these discourses come from a variety of places, emphasizing 

the network of influences on education—Congress, higher education, and the field of 
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education (Keith and Bagley, Bowman, the NEA reports); state/regional newspapers 

(Thompson); and federal reports (Price).  Moreover, these documents adopt crisis 

rhetoric like that outlined by Demosthenes and Cicero: the documents establish a battle 

between good (America) and evil (Soviet Russia/communism) that threatens the fall of 

democracy and/or America (and often, the two are conflated).  In addition, each of these 

texts demands American victory, one specific to educating people in particular subjects to 

ensure technological and wartime dominance (for instance, public education as a means 

of producing scientists).  The crisis rhetoric alone was not enough to push forward federal 

K-12 legislation, however, and as I argued in my previous chapter, the use of crisis 

rhetoric in presidential rhetoric allows for a wider circulation of public education 

curriculum, anxiety, and national security.  In the first half of the 20th century, there was 

federal aid to education through various vocational and technical programs as well as 

elements related to construction, but the first federal comprehensive education legislation 

did not occur until 1958, a date that should be familiar because we often cite the Sputnik 

launch in our own disciplinary histories, but the documents I have cited above illustrate 

an existing link between education and national security concerns that predates even 

Sputnik and they were part of the existing discourse about federal aid to public schools—

though early 20th century attempts at federal public K-12 aid legislation did not appeal to 

the anxieties of national security in the policy text or congressional presentations.  

 

Crisis in Education: Failing Tests, Failing Citizens, and a Failing Nation 

Education discourse includes many competing, contradictory influences that also 

invest education as a space for democratic participation and access as well as skills-based 
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training to "Americanize" immigrants and create a skilled labor force.  Across several 

decades, "crisis in education" has meant something akin to failing test scores or poor 

graduation rates—and this crisis makes sense in the context of education as an instrument 

of cultural hegemony. Passing tests and matriculating would demonstrate citizens ready 

to participate in the social order of the nation; students who do not pass and graduate 

would demonstrate a weakening of the social order.  In fact, Foucault notes the role of the 

examination as “a surveillance that makes it possible to qualify, to classify and to punish” 

(184), and in an education setting, “[t]he examination introduced a whole mechanism that 

linked to a certain type of the formation of knowledge a certain form of the exercise of 

power” (187).  State-standardized education would demand a particular level of 

performance from its citizenry, and failings in this regard would become the crisis we 

might normally associate with education.  Educational crises are familiar to Rhetoric and 

Composition’s histories which link crisis to underprepared students: NCTE's official 

"Resolution on the Students' Right to Their Own Language" (1974) (crisis: perspectives 

that limited students' rhetorical abilities based on levels of "correctness"), Mina 

Shaughnessy's Errors and Expectations: A Guide for the Teacher of Basic Writing (1979) 

(crisis: open admissions and underprepared writers), Andrea Lunsford's collection The 

Right to Literacy (1990) (crisis: declining literacy practices in students), and Bruce 

Horner and Karen Kopelson's collection Reworking English in Rhetoric and 

Composition: Global Interrogations, Local Interventions (2014) (crisis: the tensions 

between multilingual realties and teaching writing).   

It is not altogether surprising that moments of political tensions and public unease 

influence the construction of federal documents concerning how education is taught and 
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funded.  Education historians David Tyack and Larry Cuban see these connections in 

education reform, arguing in Tinkering toward Utopia: A Century of Public School 

Reform that cultural anxieties and hope for a better future converge in education 

discourse.  The use of anxieties and fears, particularly about the decline of American 

dominance, can and do reach a wider audience—through print, television, and online 

media—that local, state, and federal decision-making bodies can (and as I demonstrate in 

this chapter, do) integrate into education reform.  In this way, education reform discourse 

exists within a network of the government producing texts to maintain its control and the 

public who accept or resist those controls, thus reproducing social control. 

But how do we construct education in crisis?  What role does education take when 

foreign and/or domestic crises challenge and threaten our real and constructed (identity) 

borders?  Stanley Aronowitz and Henry A. Giroux call on scholars to critically examine 

education policy "not only on the strengths of its stated assumptions but also on the 

nature of its structured silences, that is, those issues which it has chosen to ignore or 

deemphasize" (Education Still under Siege, 214).  Amy Wan offers us one look at this in 

Producing Good Citizens: Literacy Training in Anxious Times.  Linking literacy training 

and American citizenship, Wan explains, 

[i]nvocations of "citizenship" or "the citizen" in educational spaces often 

imply a cultivation of ideals through civic habits such as voting and 

participation.  However, attributes such as productivity and hard work 

have also always been crucial characteristics of the U.S. brand of 

citizenship, particularly in spaces designed to prepare students for 

employment.  Nowhere do we see this more than in times of economic 



72 

 

change, in which both formal and informal education become antidotes to 

broader societal anxieties and crises. (11) 

America public education involves training people in civic duties—voting, democratic 

participation—as well as cultural duties—being productive, hardworking.  In her 

examples, which come from early 20th century educational settings, she showcases the 

way education becomes an "antidote" to fears and anxieties about threats to the nation.  

Her words echo the 1920 The Nation and the Schools I mentioned in the previous 

chapter.  Keith and Bagley claimed that World War I exposed "educational defects," 

including illiteracy and the "need for Americanizing the immigrant population" (Chapter 

Eight Table of Contents Summary).  Though Keith and Bagley emphasize the need for 

improvements in K-12 educational settings and Wan examines "federal Americanization 

programs, union education, and university English classes" (13), they both illustrate a 

similar belief about education in crisis: Education can fix inter/national crisis with the 

promise of training the young (children or even those new to the country) in the way they 

should go so they do not depart from it when they are older.  Where Wan focuses her 

research outside of K-12 and more towards adult learners, my project aims to understand 

how federal policy constructs K-12 public education in times of crisis—do we see the 

same promise of an "antidote" for the crisis? Do we see the same push for particular 

subjects? 

Educational crises (test scores, graduation rates) become complicated when they 

are connected to inter/national crises, which emphasizes the need for not only a 

networked approach to analyze policy for its historical and affective context, but an 

examination of the impact crisis has on policy reform.  Wilson established this in his 



73 

 

policy regimes framework when he outlined the "stressors/enablers" that influence policy 

reform, but his work focused on general inter/national policy without mentioning 

education policy.  With no reference to Wilson's scholarship and almost a decade before 

Klein's book, Mike Rose articulated a link between education, reform, and crisis in the 

closing chapter of Possible Lives: The Promise of Public Education in America: 

Yet the national discussion of the problems in our schools, as ever-present 

and sweeping as it is, seems, much of the time, to be incomplete, narrow, 

somehow lacking: failure of will, declining standards, bureaucracy.  

Perhaps its limitations are to be found in the crisis rhetoric itself, a 

rhetoric that levels nuance and variation, and leads readily to a stark 

simplified model of cause and effect—with overtones of a fall from pre-

crisis grace and the promise of a post-reform redemption. (424, italics 

added) 

Though Rose does not cite this tradition when he writes about crisis rhetoric, we can see 

an overlap between his use and the ancient rhetorical tradition.  Rose mentions 

"overtones of a fall from pre-crisis grace and the promise of a post-reform redemption" 

(424), which hints at "crisis of civilization" and the disjunctive mode. Crisis rhetoric 

engages with narratives that create an idealized past but also places that ideal in a battle 

against an evil to inspire change—a promise of redemption, to use Rose's terms.  But 

Demosthenes and Cicero were specific about the situations for crisis rhetoric, where Rose 

uses the term more broadly to reflect on the (perceived) problems in education; in 

Demosthenes' and Cicero's model, crisis rhetoric is tied to political situations and the 

maintenance and preservation of the state. Rose created his book after a decade of 
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literacy crisis emerged in national and scholarly conversations20, and so he spent the early 

1990s researching the literacy stories and experiences he presented in Possible Lives so 

that he could complicate the limited, narrow narrative of the literacy crisis that erased 

context and difference.  His work was a way of responding to a continued discussion of 

students' deficits, which had also happened with The Modern Language Association's 

1988 Right to Literacy Conference meant to emphasize "that illiterate persons are not 

themselves dysfunctional but are, rather, the signs of a dysfunctional society," a reminder 

that the crisis was not tied to student ability only, but to the socioeconomic contexts they 

grew and learned in (Lunsford et al., 2).  The conference itself was a response to the 

MLA's 1982 "Report of the Commission on the Future of the Profession" (a kind of crisis 

of English Studies) that called on scholars to rethink their definitions for "literature" and 

build a better relationship between literature and writing studies, higher education and K-

12, and the academy and the public (1).  Across conversations, crisis can take on several 

meanings, which this brief example establishes.  We can discuss crisis as tied to 

education and look to failing schools; however, to analyze education through the lens of 

crisis rhetoric as Rose hints at in the passage above, requires we look to the political 

context into which reform is constructed, not only the (perceived) learning deficits. 

                                                 
20 Stanley Aronowitz and Henry A. Giroux discuss the literacy crisis in their Education Still Under Siege as 

the result of increased enrollments, pushes for alternative approaches to teaching and learning (inspired by 

Progressive education in the 1920s and 1930s, and corporate pushes towards "skills" learning and thus 

testing.  They argue that "[f]unctional illiteracy is produced by the constitution of the job market by 

economic and social inequality and political powerlessness" (64).  In the introduction to Marketing Fear in 

America's Public Schools: The Real War on Literacy, editors Paula Wolfe and Leslie Poynor posit that 

these literacy crises have an almost manufactured feel, noting that fear marketing can successfully shift 

public opinion in a more favorable direction.  They argue that the attack on literacy instruction and student 

education is tied to money: "Education is the last major public institution in the United States that is not 

primarily in the hands of corporate control.  Public education represents a multibillion dollar opportunity to 

private enterprise.  By creating the myth of failure of teachers and colleges of education, the political, 

conservative, and corporate right can then, of course, institute privatization" (5).  Though they published 

the book in 2005, their ideas seem almost prescient more than a decade later where graduation exams are 

bought from major publishing companies and the current political administration is pushing school choice. 
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As I illustrate in this chapter, national security concerns exist in education 

discourse in the early 20th century, though national security does not become a trigger for 

a federal curriculum policy regime change until 1958 with the launch of Sputnik—when 

anxiety about the possibility of Soviet threat was realized with the material reality of the 

launched satellite.  In the chapters that follow, I address how national crisis ideas and 

images exist in federal K-12 curriculum reform conversations and how those ideas exist 

across decades so that we can understand the cultural capital given to particular curricular 

initiatives and approaches to teaching—which ultimately impact our experiences teaching 

and learning (writing) in higher education environments.   
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The Launch of Sputnik: Inter/National Defense Sets the Stage 

 

It is their [the participants in the 1955 White House Conference on Education] hope that 

every American will read these Conference reports and act on them in accordance with 

his own beliefs.  What all of us do together for our schools will determine, in less time 

than we may think, what we shall be able to do as a Nation, for no crop was ever better 

than its seed. 

--Clint Pace, "Foreword," The Reports of the White House Conference on Education (1955) 

 

The biggest part of the task [of reforming education in light of national security 

concerns] is in the hands of you, as citizens. This is National Education Week. It should 

be National Education Year. No matter how good your school is--and we have many 

excellent ones--I wish that every school board and every PTA would this week and this 

year make one single project their special order of business. This is to scrutinize your 

school's curriculum and standards. Then decide for yourselves whether they meet the 

stern demands of the era we are entering. 

--Eisenhower, "Radio and Television Address to the American People on 'Our Future Security'" (1957) 

 

 

 

 

Cultural anxieties manifest in education policy—both anxieties about the quality 

of education as well as anxieties about national prominence in competition with other 

countries, and I focus here: anxieties about national security as manifested through 

(perceived) failing education (testing in particular subjects, matriculation rates).  As I 

mentioned in the previous chapters, any policy change happens through gradual shifts in 

ideas but is spurred forward with anxieties about the strength and resiliency of the nation 

(Wilson), though Chaput posits that the rhetorical energy of anxiety does not determine 

action but instead offers possibilities for action to occur.  Wilson and Chaput both 

suggest anxiety and fear as part of a complex network that can, but does not always, 

create change.  In the previous chapter I outlined that Matheson, Ahmed, and Chaput 

offer that emotions are not just the work of an individual but that they exist as part of 

larger sociocultural networks that have power in larger settings to create individual 
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feelings (and so emotions are thus a network), which for this project I extend to education 

where crisis rhetoric and anxiety become components in 20th century federal education 

discourse.  In this chapter and the ones that follow, I offer the moments where that 

rhetorical energy became rhetorical action, where the existing anxiety and fear are part of 

the network that creates the federal documents and thus shifts the K-12 landscape.   

The chapter's epigraph illustrates the circulation (Dingo, Chaput) of crisis outside 

of the education that engages national security in order to discuss what happens in the 

classroom, where education becomes a part of the solution to crisis in the federal 

documents' entanglement of discourse strands (Wodak).  The first example comes from 

the formal report created after a year's worth of regional, state, and finally national 

meetings—a series of events that had taken place at the request of President Eisenhower 

in order to assess what role the federal government should have in helping states 

construct school facilities (Washington Outlook on Education, 1).  The report, unlike 

Eisenhower's position in 1954, engages with the preservation of the nation, referring to it 

as a "necessary investment in the future well-being of our Nation and its citizens" (The 

Reports on the White House Conference on Education, 1).  The second example provides 

Eisenhower's remarks about education's role in national security concerns after the 

Sputnik launch.  Though he did not commit to increased government spending for 

education (even in this address, he discussed a "search for other places to cut 

expenditures" if they had to increase military spending), he notes the importance that 

education will play because "[w]e need scientists in the ten years ahead" if the nation 

were to compete with Soviet Russia.  He calls for a variety of education initiatives that 

could advance scientific education, and thus fortify national security: "a system of nation-
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wide testing of high school students; a system of incentives for high aptitude students to 

pursue scientific or professional studies; a program to stimulate good-quality teaching of 

mathematics and science; provision of more laboratory facilities; and measures, including 

fellowships, to increase the output of qualified teachers" (Eisenhower). 

In the chapter here and those that follow, I analyze the federal documents’ 

specific engagement with crisis rhetoric and national security before examining the 

impact this has on cultural, social, and economic capital of education, more specifically 

for the way the network impacts what curriculum literacies matter most. While the 

historical contexts of the reform discourses—editorials, presidential addresses, news 

stories about crisis, conversations among educators—show a national public awareness 

that links national security to education, the federal documents and their integration of 

crisis rhetoric into the education reform, demonstrate how these terms have circulated 

into national narratives about education.  The work of my project sees the federal 

curriculum discourse as both specific to its context and part of a longer trajectory that 

circulates crisis terms to build from one policy into the next, more specifically that each 

document allows for a slow, accepted shift toward more federal control in the face of 

crisis.  Crisis rhetoric provides a lens through which to analyze the political moments that 

push forward federal public education reform conversations and inform examinations of 

cultural hegemony, specifically for the way those in power use crisis to preserve national 

identities and ideologies. The emphasis on the authority of a government figure and the 

impact on public perceptions provides a way to address policy reform as a way of 

maintaining and preserving American hegemony, and by extension, this would include 
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education policy so that national discourse about education becomes one of the sponsors 

(Brandt) for local educational contexts.   

I adopt the Critical Discourse Analysis discourse-historical approach, informed by 

Wilson's policy regimes framework and Demosthenes' and Cicero's crisis rhetoric, which 

requires we first examine the ties between crisis moments and the education reform and 

reports before analyzing the documents themselves.  In its final printed form, policy does 

not give us the complex historical context and instead focuses on a summary of the 

problem and the provided solution while limiting the acknowledgement of or even 

erasing the larger network of influences21 (McGuinn, Rhodes, Dingo) that created the 

documents: the perspectives of government officials and the voting public, the impact of 

national crisis, and the shifting role of government.  In this way, policy documents, and 

even reports from federal agencies, reflect Michel Foucault’s position that texts and 

knowledge are constructed by dominant ideologies, political situations, and historical 

situations of those agents responsible for the writing (and in this case, the passing) of 

these documents.  Moreover, as part of education discourse, they are, as Basil Bernstain 

posits, discourse built from other discourse communities.  They are not free from the 

larger political situation, and the previous chapter outlined some of the existing crises, 

both foreign and domestic, that affected the documents’ creation.   

To address my questions about the rhetoric of the National Defense Education Act 

(1958) [NDEA], Elementary and Secondary Education Act (1965) [ESEA], A Nation at 

                                                 
21 While the documents' origins may not appear in the published text, the documents' archival records allow 

access of drafts, revisions, comments from committees, letters from the public, and committee hearing 

minutes, which in turn illustrate the influences on the documents' production—if someone is able to find 

these documents in digital and physical archives.  And as I argue here, the documents' origins are not 

completely erased from the text because foreign and domestic national security concerns appear in the text 

used to develop the documents. 
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Risk (1983) [ANAR], and Goals 2000: Educate America Act (1994) [GOALS], I first 

develop the historical context for the documents with the intertextuality (Wodak) of 

education reform policies and surrounding federal documents (executive summaries, 

State of the Union addresses, etc.) to gather a sense of not only the policy but the crisis 

context in which these reform documents exist.  Following the historical context section, 

I analyze two discourse strands: 1) the use of specific crisis in the document and 2) the 

development of the purpose of education in crisis.  In these data chapters, I treat the 

federal documents as “discourse-as-text” to be examined for wording, vocabulary, and 

grammar in order to understand the systems of power constructed in the documents 

(Fairclough, Qtd. in Blommaert 29).  For my project, the concern is not how many times 

a discourse strands occurs in a text, but in how it is used within the text itself, especially 

its meaning and context within the sentences.  For each document, I coded for discourse 

strands related to the national crisis at the time, which reflects Wilson's assertion that 

crisis impacts policy, and I coded for elements related to learning and curriculum, 

considering these for the way those in power construct narratives about the rise, fall, and 

potential salvation of America (Wooten, Stuckey) through its public education, and even 

more, how the public repeats these narratives thus reinforcing the existing educational 

system and the social control allowed by fear as part of every-day life. 

 

Establishing the Crisis Context: Atomic Bombs, Red Scares, and Satellites 

Several education scholars note the importance of Sputnik for changes to 

American education, most notably the increased role the federal government finally 

established with the National Defense Education Act (1958) (McGuinn, Rhodes, 
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Mitchell).  However, Sputnik alone did not shift the federal educational landscape; the 

American public had ten years of news stories about Russian scientific progress that 

included hydrogen bombs and missile testing that created an American crisis narrative 

about the conflicts with Russia.  The decade of anxiety about Russia provided a rhetorical 

energy to the crisis rhetoric around America-Soviet Russia relations.  The first two 

elements of crisis rhetoric were in place before NDEA talks began; the dominant 

narrative about America and Soviet Russia had already established the tensions as a battle 

between good (America/democracy) and evil (Soviet Russia/communism) where 

civilization (American democracy) was at stake—we can see this in my selections for the 

epigraph as well as with the texts in the previous section.  The anxiety about nuclear war 

and communism circulated in state and federal news, but it did not, as Chaput explains, 

give that anxiety the rhetorical energy to shift federal education policy. 

Sputnik simultaneously challenged national security and American education 

because it launched first, ahead of any American equivalent, and thus shook beliefs in 

American strength tied to its intellectual capital.  In a speech delivered after the 

legislation passed, U.S. Commissioner of Education Lawrence G. Derthick noted, "[w]e 

live in a complex, competitive, fast-changing world.  Recent events have served to 

dramatize for us that as a Nation we are not adequately prepared to take the first uncertain 

steps into the age of space" and mentioned "the long-term need for a highly trained 

citizenry that is individually and collectively capable of meeting problems so severe and 

demanding that a failure to solve them may well mean the destruction of civilization" 

(italics for emphasis).  Moreover, the satellite affirmed the threats presented in the 1956 

Engineering and Scientific Manpower in the United States, Western Europe and Soviet 
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Russia (which I referred to in the earlier section):  The federal government had failed to 

act in support of public education, and as the report warned, the "desperate danger of 

falling behind the Society world" had become a reality (Price v).  Sputnik turned the 

possibility of crisis into a reality of crisis, and within the framework of crisis rhetoric, the 

satellite launch provides a sign of Soviet advancement that exceeded America; in the 

battle of good and evil, here was a moment of American defeat that could not happen for 

fear of the collapse of (democratic) civilization (as I emphasized in Derthick's speech).  

America's "slight lead in numbers of scientists" had not created a satellite before its 

foreign enemy (Price v) and education needed federal aid in order to safeguard the nation 

by developing future engineers, scientists, and linguists. 

A few years before the Sputnik launch, President Eisenhower turned to the 

failings of education in his 1954 State of the Union address: “‘Youth—our greatest 

resource—is being seriously neglected in a vital respect.  The Nation as a whole is not 

preparing teachers or building schools fast enough to keep up with the increase in our 

population’” (Qtd. In Washington Outlook on Education 1.3).  Eisenhower's words 

remind that public education is a place to produce citizens and that, unfortunately, the 

country had been failing its "greatest resource" against the spread of communism and the 

preservation of America.  He then called on Congress to set aside funds in order to 

establish state and national conferences that could talk about the needs of education 

before moving forward with any federal interventions (Washington Outlook on Education 

1.3).  Education scholar Christopher Cross explains that the conference was “a stalling 

tactic” meant to show that Eisenhower was doing something about education by losing it 

in the bureaucracies of conferences, meetings, and reports without the intention of 
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actually adding to an education budget because he was intent on curbing federal spending 

(8).  However, these conferences only reaffirmed the financial failings of public 

education and the need for federal intervention.  In 1955, The Reports of the White House 

Conference on Education outlined a variety of issues with funding, obvious from the 

Table of Contents:  

[Part 2] In what ways can we organize our school systems more efficiently 

and economically  

[Part 4] How can we get enough good teachers—and keep them?  

[Part 5] How can we finance our schools—build and operate them?  

Part 5 includes section headings that expand sources of funding to include “Local School 

Support,” “State School Aid,” and “Federal Aid for Schools” (14-15).  The issues of 

funding—who funds and to what degree—were complicated by the 10th Amendment22: 

Would accepting federal aid create centralized education and complicate States’ rights?  

And how would the federal government provide aid with a president who was already 

trying to cut government spending?  

I include the discussion of Eisenhower's attitudes towards federal spending (he 

also wanted to cut back on military spending) in order to showcase how in the instance of 

the National Defense Education Act (1958), presidential rhetoric did not use crisis 

rhetoric to promote federal curriculum policy, instead showing how the material reality of 

an event—rather than the threat of one—can shift the power relations in policy 

construction (Dingo).  In the case of NDEA, the previous work for federal aid to 

education by Alabama Senator Lister Hill6 and public anxieties about Soviet technical 

                                                 
22 The amendment delineates government power, giving the federal government its power as defined by the 

Constitution and establishing that all other powers belong to the States and the people. 
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and military dominance shifted the power balance in the network away from the 

Executive Branch towards Congress and public reactions.  The crisis rhetoric used with 

Soviet Russia had magnified for a decade before Sputnik launched, but its launching 

served as a galvanizing moment in American fear and education—providing Wilson's 

"trigger" moment for policy change.  It also enabled government officials to deliberately 

merge crisis rhetoric and education reform.  When Sputnik launched, according to the 

Senate’s archived online history, the act and its subsequent crisis rhetoric created the 

NDEA:  

On the day Sputnik first orbited the earth, the chief clerk of the Senate’s 

Education and Labor Committee [the updated name for the committee], 

Stewart McClure, sent a memo to his chairman, Alabama Democrat Lister 

Hill, reminding him that during the last three Congresses the Senate had 

passed legislation for federal funding of education, but that all of those 

bills had died in the House.  Perhaps if they called the education bill a 

defense bill they might get it enacted. (Para. 2)  

Lister Hill’s biography Lister Hill: Statesman from the South also provides an account of 

this that also illustrates a deliberate use of crisis to enact policy:  

On [Hill’s] first day back at Capitol Hill, he found atop the messages piled 

on his desk a memorandum from Stewart McClure, chief clerk of the 

Labor and Public Welfare Committee, who had been quick to envision 

how his boss could use this crisis to achieve a goal that hill had sought for 

almost four decades. (Van der Veer Hamilton, 113-114)  
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As part of the Senate Historical Office Oral History Project, Stewart McClure also spoke 

about this memo, telling the interviewer that he did not act alone in his note, but that he 

got support of various staff before handing it over to Hill.  He knew the value of that 

moment, explaining that “The Three Rs” operating in the 1955-1958 congressional 

sessions “were not reading, ‘riting, and ‘rithmatic; they were Reds, race, and religion.  

They marched these issues forward at any time whenever whichever one seemed 

appropriate.  And in the House it was terribly effective” (McClure Oral History 

Interviews, 111, 113-114).  He knew the response that Russian technological dominance 

would have on the national stage and so suggested the legislation authors use it to put 

pressure on Congress to finally pass a federal aid bill.  The Senate, Hill biography, and 

McClure retellings of history demonstrate a deliberate use of crisis rhetoric to enact 

education policy, something that had not yet been done before—though, as I showed 

earlier in the chapter, early 20th century education discourse linked national security and 

education. 

Lister Hill and his associates capitalized on this moment, using the America-

Soviet Russia tensions and resulting crisis rhetoric to push forward federal aid for 

schools.  However, the NDEA involved more than federal aid and was drafted by Hill 

and Elliot after McClure and others had gathered together as much information as they 

could about what was being taught in schools and what was needed, including buildings, 

teacher preparedness, and supplies.  The absolute victory, the third element of 

Demosthenes and Cicero's crisis rhetoric, for America could be aided by not only funding 

education but also funding particular programs of study that would guarantee American 

dominance in science and mathematics.  Hill and the policy writers even framed early 
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public hearings around crisis, emphasizing the threat to America.  In an interview about 

the work they did, Stewart McClure reminisced,  

You get the right witnesses and ask the right questions and they give the 

right answers, your opposition is slaughtered before they can open their 

traps.  That’s one of the tactical secrets of functioning on this [Capitol] 

Hill.  Well, I really pulled together an incredible array of talent, of not 

only Ph.D.’s but Nobel Prize winners and so forth.  And, of course, the 

press was paying a great deal of attention to this.  We were getting 

headlines every day, and all of that has an impact, too. (McClure Oral 

History Interviews, 116)  

Those involved in the creation of the legislation used the launch of Sputnik, the threat to 

America, and the anxieties about communism’s spread in order to promote and 

eventually pass the first law that provided federal aid to schools for buildings, teacher 

preparation, and development of curricular programs.  Moreover, the language of threat 

and anxiety is written into the policy itself.  Naming the law National Defense Education 

Act establishes the standard, even without the remaining text provided therein.  National 

defense and education are inextricably linked, and though McClure later regretted his title 

choice, suggesting that it went against the spirit of learning, he explained that at least it 

worked (meaning: the bill passed) (McClure Oral History Interviews).   

 

Analysis 1: National Defense in Federal Education 

The National Defense Education Act (1958) [NDEA] was constructed as a 

response to crisis, as I have demonstrated in the previous section, but it was also a 
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response where the legislation outlined educational reform as a solution to crisis.  My 

project asserts that the lens of crisis rhetoric informs a reading of these policy documents 

for the way they also entangle national security with education, allowing crisis to exist 

alongside our established narratives about education for access and democratic 

participation.  My first measure of the connections between crisis and education focuses 

on how the NDEA integrates context-specific crisis rhetoric into the language of the 

policy document; the policy presents discourse strands (Wodak) about crisis entangled 

with providing aid to public education.  As I mentioned in the previous section, the 

legislation's title was specifically chosen to reflect the security crisis, as Stewart McClure 

noted in his interview recounting the development of the act.  Those responsible for 

getting the bill drafted and presented used the existing crisis in order to promote the 

federal aid bill to law, especially in a climate where Eisenhower was opposed to 

increasing federal spending.   

When we examine the final text of the legislation, the opening summary includes 

discourse strands that engage with the existing crisis of Sputnik and American national 

security, outlining the legislation's purpose: 

An Act to strengthen the national defense and to encourage and assist in 

the expansion and improvement of educational programs to meet critical 

national needs. 

From the beginning of the document, we see the connections between crisis and 

education reform.  The first purpose of the act is not, in fact, about education, but about 

"strengthen[ing] the national defense," which suggests the impact the circulation of crisis 

has had on developing the legislation.  In this case, we see Wilson's assertion that 
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national stressors impact legislation (conversations about America's weakness in the face 

of Sputnik requiring national security conversations) as well as Chaput's position that 

anxiety provides rhetorical energy to action because the existing threat and fear presented 

by Soviet military dominance reflects in the declaration that this legislation is defense 

policy first, education policy second.   

Furthermore, the discourse strands of crisis specific to Sputnik and national 

security concerns exist within the text of the legislation.  To code for these pieces, I chose 

language used in the news stories and presidential speeches about the crisis, where 

elements of crisis rhetoric (the binary between good and evil, the crisis of civilization, 

and the push to deal with the enemy) would widely circulate.  My analysis aligns with the 

assertion that a text is the result of its sociocultural context and thus uses terminology that 

is only visible as a result of that context (Foucault, Blommaert) and that education policy 

exists across a network of interests, not all of which come from those in education 

(Dingo, Bernstein), which in turn sponsor (Brandt) particular literate practices.  After 

reviewing discourse strands in the legislation, I located three terms specific to national 

safety and/or military dominance integrated into the legislation: defense/defend, 

emergency, and security.   

The first term, defense/defend, exists in various sections of NDEA (1958), which 

is not altogether surprising given that the word exists in the act's title.  The word shows 

up in the summary (as I discussed above), in the title of a section, and within the text of 

sections describing the general provisions, aid for specific courses, vocational trainings 
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and a revision of a previous bill, and a section outlining a loyalty oath23 for those who 

receive these funds.  The chart below provides the examples: 

Defense/Defend "To strengthen the national defense …" 

 

"That this Act … may be cited as the 'National Defense 

Education Act of 1958'" 

 

"Title IV--National Defense Fellowships" [twice] 

 

"The defense of this Nation depends upon the mastery of 

modern techniques developed from complex scientific 

principles" (Sec. 101, para. 1) 

 

"The national interest requires, however, that the Federal 

Government give assistance to education for programs 

which are important to our defense" (Sec. 101, para. 3). 

 

"It is therefore the purpose of this Act to provide 

substantial assistance … in order to insure trained 

manpower … to meet the national defense needs of the 

United States" (Sec. 101, para. 4). 

 

"The Congress hereby finds that the excellent programs 

of vocational education … need extension to provide 

vocational education to residents of areas inadequately 

served and also to meet national defense requirements 

…" (Sec. 801). 

 

"'that funds appropriated under section 301 of this title 

has be used exclusively for the training of individuals … 

in fields necessary for the national defense'" (Sec. 303.3). 

 

"I will bear true faith and allegiance to the United States 

of America and will support and defend the Constitution 

and laws of the United States against all its enemies, 

foreign and domestic" (Sec. 1001.f). 
 

                                                 
23 About the loyalty oath inclusion, historian Wayne C. Urban notes that it was added during congressional 

discussions at the request of Senator Karl Mundy (R-SD).  Urban explains that "[l]oyalty oaths were a 

mainstay of the McCarthy era … [and] an insertion at the eleventh hour of a proviso that was presented in 

many other federal policies requiring an oath of allegiance from recipients of federal funds did not provoke 

effective opposition" (184). 
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Every time the document uses defense/defend, the terms relate to national safety; the 

legislation does not use the words in any other context.  This may be an education bill, 

but it is one tied to the national security crisis represented by years of Red Scares and the 

launch of Sputnik.  This is clear from the opening summary of the act (with its examples 

listed in the chart) and then in the continued use of the term(s) in the other sections.  

Moreover, defense occurs only alongside references to the nation (as in "national 

defense" or "the defense of this Nation").  In this way, the text reflects the existing crisis 

rhetoric because we see, through the emphasis of the legislation's purpose, ties to the 

threat presented by the collapse of American civilization.  Repeatedly, the document 

engages education as a means of "national defense" and thus a solution to crisis, 

reflecting the requirement in crisis rhetoric that the nation must answer an enemy's 

threat/call--that doing nothing is not an option.  The inclusion of defend, the only time the 

word is used, is also tied to national security; the word sits within the text for a loyalty 

oath (see previous footnote) given to anyone who receives National Defense Fellowships 

for college/university study in critical needs areas; this use, too, is one meant for national 

safety.  The use of defense/defend in the legislation demonstrates Wodak's assertion that 

can present an entanglement if discourse strands, words and phrases that appear to come 

from places not (seemingly) related to the document, but that entanglement, too, supports 

Dingo's position that policy is networked across many influences and Bernstein's belief 

that pedagogic discourse is created from many voices outside of education. 

The second term, emergency, occurs twice in the legislations, both times in the 

opening section labeled "FINDINGS AND DECLARATION OF POLICY" 

(capitalization in original):   
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Emergency "The present emergency demands that additional and 

more adequate educational opportunities be made 

available" (Sec. 101, para. 1) 

 

"To meet the present educational emergency requires 

additional effort at all levels of government" (Sec. 101, 

para. 4) 

 

The terms occur in a section that explains the overall purpose for the legislation and 

continues to entangle crisis and education.  Again, like the earlier act summary, the 

legislation establishes itself as a defense bill as well as one for education.  Alongside 

these terms, too, are three of the uses of defense for the Nation, connecting the terms' 

usage to the specific crisis context of the Sputnik launch and the vulnerability of America.  

The first use of the term specifically deals with the political crisis, which is represented 

with "the present emergency" (an emergency of American global dominance).  This use 

reflects the second element of crisis rhetoric that requires the situation to be (constructed 

as) a potential collapse of civilization, but in that same sentence, education is offered as a 

solution to the possible crisis, which makes the second use more important for the way 

education is tied to national safety.  The second use connects crisis and education with 

"the present educational emergency," referring to the failings of the education system to 

produce the necessary scientists and engineers needed to create a satellite first—a 

moment that realizes the anxieties presented by the National Manpower Council in 1953 

and then written about in editorials in the years leading up to its launch, which I outlined 

in the context section. ("Educational Lag Called Threat to U.S. Progress and Security," 

The Reports of the White House Conference on Education, Thompson).  Just as with the 

inclusion of defense/defend, emergency is part of the text because of the political climate 
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that created the document (Foucault, Blommaert, Wodak), but here the emergency is 

twofold: the crisis of Sputnik and the failings of education.  

The last term, security, shows up in the same opening section that includes 

emergency and defense, outlining the value of the legislation not for its aid to education, 

but for its aid to national security through education: 

 

Security "The Congress hereby finds and declares that the security 

of the Nation requires the fullest development of the 

mental resources and technical skills of its young men and 

women" (Sec. 101, para. 1).  

 

Like emergency, security also shows up in the opening section that outlines the 

legislation's purpose, and so with a third term, the policy emphasizes the importance as 

defense legislation as well as being education policy.  The document only uses security 

once to refer to national safety (the other two instances refer to interest and loans for 

higher education), but again the legislation uses a vocabulary specific to crisis, and like 

defense, the word is paired with "Nation," emphasizing the importance of preserving 

America within the education policy.  The issues are again tied to crisis rhetoric because 

this is a threat for the collapse of civilization and it offers the solution for absolute victory 

found in education. 

While the legislation outlines federal aid to states for the purpose of funding 

educational initiatives (both curricular and construction), the above examples show that 

these terms circulated into the federal discourse when issues of national security are part 

of the national conversation when American confronts (unexpected) weakness against an 

international threat.  These examples show us the entanglement of discourse strands 

(Wodak) that happens as a result of the network that creates policy (Dingo) and education 



93 

 

discourse (Bernstein), and moreover, that these terms exist in text affirms both Wilson's 

suggestion that crisis impact policy reform and Chaput's associations between emotion 

and rhetorical energy.  In each of these instances, the document uses the terms in relation 

to the preservation and maintenance of the nation, complicating our narratives about 

education as a space for democratic access and participation.  

 

Analysis 2: The Purpose of Education in National Security Crisis 

In the introduction to my dissertation, I noted that Amy Wan wrote about early 

20th century literacy projects as "antidotes" to the issues of immigration, and in NDEA 

(1958), we see how education provides a similar "antidote" for national crisis.   As I 

outlined in the chapter's historical context section (and even in my introduction with the 

early 20th century education histories), no federal K-12 aid legislation passed, even with 

the circulation of national security into these discussions.  The launch of Sputnik changed 

that, and as a result, NDEA passed to provide federal aid to K-12 schools and colleges 

and universities.  But that aid came with requirements: there would be "FINANCIAL 

ASSISTANCE FOR STRENGTHENING SCIENCE, MATHEMATICS, AND 

MODERN FOREIGN LANGUAGE INSTRUCTION" not just any educational 

initiatives (National Defense Education Act, capitalization in the original).   

For my second measure of the entanglements of discourse strands between crisis 

and education, I examine the way the federal government sponsors (Brandt) specific 

literate practices based on national security concerns.  Not only does a crisis-focused 

vocabulary exist in the legislation (the work of the first analysis section), but the 

document establishes a specific focus for education.  At the beginning of the legislation, 



94 

 

in the opening summary that I included at the beginning of the previous section, the act's 

purpose places education second to national security concerns.  Curriculum is promoted 

insofar as these are "educational programs to meet critical national needs," rather than 

only providing aid to education for reasons of equity and access—though the opening 

section does express an interest to "increase our efforts to identify and educate more of 

the talent of our Nation" so that "no student of ability will be denied an opportunity for 

higher education because of financial need" (Sec. 101).  With the summary and opening 

section, the act forwards education's value only for the ways that it can assist, maintain, 

and preserve the nation (the same assertion Foucault makes about state-sponsored 

education).   

In the opening section, which includes several references to defense, emergency, 

and security, the document refers to education as it can benefit the nation, not necessarily 

for equity.  In the document, national security "requires the fullest development of the 

mental resources and technical skills of its young men and women" and later claims that 

"the national interest" demands federal aid to schools (Sec. 101).  The opening explains 

the need for "the mastery of modern techniques developed from complex scientific 

principles" and "the discovery and development of new principles, new techniques, and 

new knowledge" before specifically naming the literacies the federal government would 

sponsor (Brandt): "science, mathematics, and modern foreign languages and [training] in 

technology" (Sec. 101).  In not only naming the subject areas but providing the purpose 

of education as it relates to national security, we see the federal government's 

representation of Deborah Brandt's sponsors of literacy: the legislation "enable[s]" and 

"support[s]" these areas of study, while "suppress[ing]" others (federal aid from this act 



95 

 

does not support art instruction, for example) in order to "gain advantage by it in some 

way" (166).  By (financially) supporting science, mathematics, foreign languages, and 

technology study, the federal government encourages the development of these programs 

in public K-12 education, which in turn narrows students' understanding of learning and 

literacy.   

Though the legislation declares that it does not intend to "exercise any direction, 

supervision, or control over the curriculum, program of instruction, administration, or 

personnel of any educational institution or school system," it has done so with where it 

will allow funds to go.  Moreover, the legislation allows for federal controls, even with 

the statement that the government does not dictate things, by requiring that states which 

receive funds need 1) to set up a way to test secondary students in these areas and 2) to 

provide school counselors who can "advise students of courses of study best suited to 

their ability, aptitudes, and skills" and "to encourage students with outstanding aptitudes 

and ability to complete their secondary education, take the necessary courses for 

admission to institutions of higher education, and enter such institutions" (Sec 503.a.1, 

Sec. 503.a.2).  These layers of influences on education reflect, too, Basil Bernstein's 

pedagogic discourse which outlines the many influences on what happens in the 

classroom.  What subjects areas are taught in a school would be impacted by the federal 

aid and its subsequent requirements (that the money go to certain subjects, that the 

students are tested, that they are guided into areas of study and encouraged [or not] to 

enroll in higher education). 

Wayne C. Urban argues that emphasizing only NDEA's science developments 

provides an "incomplete" history for the legislation (xi).  Instead, he suggests its role 
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across several educational spaces, including teacher training programs, college and 

university programs, shifting educational philosophies, and the development of later 

federal education legislation (xi-xii).  Through NDEA, the federal government sponsored 

particular areas of study, emphasizing "critical needs" (read: for national defense) 

literacies. The legislation created an environment that  

reinforced the primacy of some academic fields over others, particularly 

the prominence of the sciences, and of prestigious research universities 

over other institutions of higher education.  More importantly, NDEA 

reinforced the enhancement of values such as quality, ability, or giftedness 

in education at the expense of competing values such as equity or equality 

(Urban 203). 

Urban concludes that NDEA established an important precedent for the federal 

government's involvement in education across not only curriculum (which is why he calls 

it an "incomplete" history to only think about how they forwarded science instruction), 

but also with teachers, their, training, and the importance placed on certain fields of 

study.  His argument, though he does not use refer to Dingo's network model, parallels 

the assertion that the policy circulated into new audiences who then took up these ideas 

and continued them forward.  NDEA did more than promote science, according to Urban 

(and even other scholars); the legislation also shifted the national education landscape.  

NDEA circulated national security, federal aid, and a federal role into education, 

reflecting Bernstein’s presentation of pedagogic discourse, too.  Though NDEA did not 

limit education to only instruction in math, science, foreign languages, and technology, 

providing aid for it meant that those subject areas would have the most up-to-date 
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materials and facilities, providing students with learning environments that favored those 

content areas. 

 

Circulating Crisis: Responses to the National Defense Education Act 

The convergence of interests outside of education, namely that Sputnik indicated 

lagging American standards in schools and a decrease in available brainpower, pushed 

forward a bill the brought together national security, federal aid to schools, and the 

support of particular subject areas.  Suddenly, federal aid could happen because the larger 

public and Congress had been mobilized by this moment of “shock and awe” (Mitchell).  

Though not the first voice to link education and national security—this seems to be a 

mainstay after the 1940s—Lister Hill was, as suggested by Urban, “facile in employing 

the Cold War rhetoric that swirled around the nation as it contemplated the consequences 

of the Russian accomplishment,” and Hill along with Representative Carl Elliot (also 

from Alabama) “would take advantage of the political opportunity presented by Sputnik” 

(29).  That the bill passed into law demonstrates the possibilities for the rhetorical energy 

of anxiety (in this case, the general fear of atomic weapons and communism against 

American dominance) when combined with a crisis moment (in this case, the satellite 

launch).  Eisenhower's remarks upon signing the bill illustrate how this anxiety had 

circulated even into presidential rhetoric, though with hesitation to commit to continued 

increased federal spending: "This Act, which is an emergency undertaking to be 

terminated in four years, will in that time do much to strengthen our American system of 

education so that it can meet the broad and increasing demands imposed upon it by 

considerations of basic national security" ("Statement by the President upon Signing the 
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National Defense Education Act").  The bill becoming law also reflects Rebecca Dingo's 

assertion that policy development occurs through a network with more fluid power 

dynamics, where those involved in and affected by the policy negotiate power at different 

times; for NDEA, the power shifted to Lister Hill and the larger public, rather than 

remaining with the Executive Office 

The National Defense Education Act (1958) established a legal precedent for 

federal aid to public schools through the support and development of particular curricular 

initiatives.  Education scholars look to NDEA as the piece that changed the landscape for 

federal interventions because it marked a federal and public turn toward interests of 

education (though only insofar as they were tied to issues of national security) (Cross 92, 

Rhodes 30, McGuinn 28, Urban 73).  Initial public reactions to the policy were favorable, 

which demonstrates the effectiveness of merging crisis rhetoric into education when 

initiating federal policy for not only Congress to accept it, but the public as well.  In his 

address titled "The Spirit of the National Defense Education Act," Lawrence G. Derthick 

told his audience "[i]t has been gratifying to me to see the broad sweep of approval which 

the Act has received across the country," citing public awareness of national crises as a 

reason for this acceptance.  A New York Times article referred to Lister Hill and Carl 

Elliot, an Alabama Representative who helped create the NDEA, as "Champions of 

Education" for finally getting a federal aid bill through.  The same newspaper later 

included an article that commended the legislation for getting much-needed money to 

public K-12 schools (Furman).  More locally for Hill and Elliot,  The Birmingham News, 

an Alabama newspaper, printed an article titled "Hill-Elliott Bill Will Help Our Schools," 

praising the bill for aiding the state in construction of "[f]acilities for the teaching of 
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physics, chemistry and biology" and matching grants for "laboratory equipment." This is 

not to say that the public was all in favor of federal aid to schools, even when framed 

through crisis rhetoric.  The same article closed with a reminder that any programs that 

schools developed "should be worked out administratively so there will be no federal 

interference in the operation of our schools, colleges and universities."  Several months 

after NDEA passed, an editorial in The Birmingham News from 1959 provided 

opposition.  In addition to "the over-arching threat of international Communism," the 

author cautioned about "the dangers presented by the many factors making for more and 

more centralization of governmental power in Washington" ("To Defense of Our 

Freedoms").  The concern is for "state and individual rights," which the authors claims 

"[m]ost of us in this part of the country are acutely aware of such trends and dangers."  

These responses to NDEA provide sources that show how national security, crisis, and 

education continued to circulate outside of the federal policy and how this begins to 

create rhetorical link among the components that would continue into later 20th century 

federal policy.  Education historian Christopher Cross refers to NDEA (1958) as one of 

"only two federal actions of any significance for public schools" and that both "were tied 

to national defense" (14).  Other scholars (Rhodes, McGuinn, Mitchell) have referred to 

the legislation for its importance as a precedent in the history of federal interventions in 

public education.  As intended, the NDEA ran its five years of funding, and by the early 

1960s, a new conversation about the role of the federal government in public education 

began, this time tied to a crisis of American identity narratives. 
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The War on Poverty: Civil Rights and The Great Society Propel Reform Forward 

 

The best safeguard against the constant threat of the enemies of liberty to pervert and 

enslave the minds of our youth by mass propaganda is to preserve public education on a 

centralized basis. 

--E, Smythe Gambrell, "And Now, Fulfillment" (1961), pp. 7 
 

Our progress as a nation can be no swifter than our progress in education.  Our 

requirements for world leadership, our hopes for economic growth, and the demands of 

citizenship itself in an era such as this all require the maximum development of every 

young American's capacity. 
--John F. Kennedy, "Special Message to the Congress on Education" (1961) 

 

This Administration today, here and now, declares unconditional war on poverty in 

America.  I urge this Congress and all Americans to join with me in that effort.  It will not 

be a short or easy struggle, no single weapon or strategy will suffice, but we shall not 

rest until that war is won.  The richest Nation on earth can afford to win it.  We cannot 

afford to lose it.  One thousand dollars invested in salvaging an unemployable youth 

today can return $40,000 or more in his lifetime. 
--Lyndon B. Johnson, "Annual Message to the Congress on the State of the Union" (1964) 

 

 

 

 

  The circulation of crisis rhetoric about Soviet Russia and the launch of Sputnik, 

which were used in the construction and passing of the National Defense Education Act 

(1958), in turn circulated an idea that gained political and public support: federal aid to 

public education.  NDEA only provided federal aid for four years (Eisenhower, 

“Statement by the President upon Signing the National Defense Education Act"), after 

which a new administration would have to decide how to engage with public education—

to renew the bill, to establish new policy, to leave it behind altogether.  In answer to the 

increased popularity of federal aid, John F. Kennedy made it a priority in his campaign 

trail with "improving science and education as the third of his six priorities" (Cross 15), 

suggesting the public interest in continued federal aid to public education.  But 

circulating around education, still, were international crises continued in political 
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discourses, including Cold War politics and the Vietnam War, and domestic crises tied to 

events of the Civil Rights Movement, bringing national attention to anxieties about 

equality and access for African-American populations in the South and across the nation.  

The political landscape constructed another crisis for the preservation and maintenance of 

America, which continued to provide rhetorical energy for federal aid to (and by 

extension, involvement with) public education. 

The chapter's epigraph provides examples of how anxieties tied to international 

safety and domestic ideological contradictions in the fight for civil rights circulated into 

education.  Gambrell's commencement address illustrates how national security concerns 

remained part of education, while specifically telling his audience that "the forces of evil 

stalk the earth" (2) in the form of "Fascism, Nazism, and Stalinism" (6).  His speech 

reflects crisis rhetoric, too, in that he has established a narrative of good versus evil, 

where America must continue to win and where citizens continuing their educations has a 

role in the necessary victory.  My second quotation from John F. Kennedy's speech, 

which occurred a month into his presidency, marks the importance of education for the 

nation, insofar as it helps growth and safety, which continues to present education as a 

solution to national security concerns.  He defends federal involvement through aid 

because "education is increasingly expensive" and state and local governments need 

assistance to provide better salaries to teachers and larger school facilities.  The final 

piece of the epigraph comes from Lyndon B. Johnson, who declared The War on Poverty 

with this first State of the Union address and claimed poverty as the enemy to be fought, 

offering education as a solution to poverty: "The cause [of poverty] may lie deeper in our 
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failure to give our fellow citizens a fair chance to develop their own capacities, in a lack 

of education and training, in a lack of medical care and housing, in a lack of decent 

communities in which to live and bring up their children" ("Annual Message to the 

Congress on the State of the Union [1964]").  In each of these instances, the speakers 

present education as a solution to the existing crisis, both abroad and at home.  It is, like 

the presentation of education in NDEA, an "antidote" (Wan) to the country's ills while 

also promising economic advancement to individuals. 

In this chapter, I continue the work I began with my chapter covering the National 

Defense Education Act (1958) and turn to the Elementary and Secondary Education Act 

(1965) [ESEA], the next major 20th century federal intervention in K-12 education.  

Central to my analysis is crisis rhetoric (Demosthenes and Cicero) that asserts three 

major tenets: 1) the crisis is a battle between good and evil, 2) the conflict threatens the 

collapse of civilization, and 3) the resolution requires absolute victory.  This lens informs 

a networked model of policy analysis (Dingo) by acknowledging the role anxiety and fear 

have in the creation and preservation of national identities and action through the 

circulation of discourses (Matheson, Ahmed, Chaput).  Again, my analysis is rooted in 

CDA's discourse-historical approach, so I begin my analysis of the documents first with 

their historical context, provided by a variety of primary sources, before moving into my 

analysis of the policy's published text.  As with my previous chapter, I offer two elements 

of policy analysis: 1) how discourse strands related to crisis entangle (Wodak) into the 

policy, and 2) how the policy sponsors (Brandt) specific purposes for education in light 

of national crisis. 
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Establishing the Crisis Context: Economic Disadvantage, Low-Income, and Poverty 

The Elementary and Secondary Education Act (1965) was enacted during The 

Lyndon B. Johnson Administration's push toward The Great Society, a belief that the 

federal government should promote social, cultural, and economic equality through social 

welfare programs.24  Although underlying the ideology was still the possibility of war and 

the need for military strength—the nation was only a few years removed from the Bay of 

Pigs and in the midst of the Vietnam War25—domestically, the crisis that spurred 

education reform involved issues of equality (Superfine, Rhodes, McGuinn).  In this case, 

the crisis, as defined by Demosthenes and Cicero, was one where the battle between good 

and evil, with civilization hanging in the balance, reads across the identity crisis of 

America-as-fair-and-equal and America-as-discriminatory-and-unequal; the conflict 

emerges between the constructed narrative of America as a bastion of freedom and 

democracy and the increasing violence, protests, and discrimination happening in the 

American South.  The contradictions between American identities plays out in 

educational settings and thus influences federal education legislation because at the local 

                                                 
24 The Administration promoted several initiatives in order to tackle economic and social inequalities, so 

much so that Johnson is credited with coining the "War on Poverty" that became an unofficial slogan of his 

presidency.  He saw the federal government as facilitator for this Great Society where a focal point of 

development was "the quality of its people" and their lives (Johnson, "Annual Message to the Congress on 

the State of the Union").  To that end, we see several social welfare programs enacted to "[c]arry the War 

on Poverty forward as a total war against the causes of human want" (Democratic Party Platforms: "1964 

Democratic Party Platform").  In 1964, Johnson signed into law The Civil Rights Act, The Food Stamp 

Act, and The Housing Act, providing much-needed anti-discrimination legislation and federal funding for 

low-income programs and families.  

25 Cold War tensions continued after the launch of Sputnik with a communist threat close to home in Cuba.  

A CIA-led overthrow attempt failed in 1961, which in turn, soured Fidel Castro's relationship with the 

nation and opened military conversations with Soviet Russia in order to prevent future American 

harassment of Cuba.  A year later, America faced what we now call the Cuban Missile Crisis; Cuba was 

building missile sites supported by Soviet Russia, which meant nuclear arms were the closest they had ever 

been to America and the possibility of nuclear war was closer to home.  The crisis was averted when Soviet 

Russia agreed to remove its missiles and America agreed to not invade Cuba without due cause.  The 

continuing war in Vietnam also played out for the American public, especially with the rise in television 

reporting and photographs of the realities of war (Roper 198, 203, 216-217). 
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and federal level, not much was done to ensure post-Brown v. Board integration of 

schools; local political pressures (including hate mail and cross burning) felt by judges 

and the Supreme Court's lack of cases and thus opinions about desegregation meant that 

definitive actions and timelines for integration stalled in areas of the country (Superfine 

46-47).26  And while educational institutions were one space that made legal 

discrimination27 evident, inequalities were felt across institutions—for voting and access 

to goods and services--which challenged national narratives about American democracy 

and freedom.  When we read ESEA, we do not see a language that engages with explicit 

threat, anxiety, and national security like in NDEA or the other documents that follow, 

and for this reason, the larger historical context and Johnson's beliefs about education 

become important, requiring the discourse-historical approach that acknowledges 

intertextuality.  We need to know the larger network of anxiety to understand why certain 

language exists in ESEA in the first place. 

The crisis rhetoric employed around the time of ESEA is evidenced in both the 

Democratic Party's 1964 platform and Johnson's 1965 State of the Union address.  The 

platform document opens with a section "One Nation, One People," a ringing promise 

that all (wo)men are created equal and that unity is a strength "when the forces of 

                                                 
26 Since the Brown v. Board decision about segregation in public schools, many Southern states found ways 

to avoid the law by creating their own laws that closed schools and limited or ended school funding, by 

rezoning areas to ensure segregation continued, and by allowing parents to have "freedom of choice" where 

they could send children to any school of their choosing (Superfine 45-46).  he American South was a 

hotbed for civil rights issues, and the immediate years before ESEA also included the televised violence 

happening across the region, making it impossible to overlook that a segment of the population was not 

treated fairly or equally, even in the land of the free. 
27 In a report for the Library of Congress Legislative Reference Service, Vincent A. Doyle notes that even 

in the wake of Brown v. Board, "there is other evidence to indicate that [a state's] only duty is to eliminate 

race as a basis for classifying students for purposes of public education.  For instance, one court has said 

that the Supreme Court decisions do not compel the mixing of the different races in the public schools, but 

simply require that no child shall be denied admission on the basis of race or color … Other opinions have 

said that the Supreme Court decisions do not require racial integration but merely forbid racial 

discrimination" (11). 
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ignorance, hate, and fear fired an assassin's bullet at the nation's heart, incited violence in 

our land, and attacked the outposts of freedom around the world" (a list that looks eerily 

familiar to the threats faced by an America with an assassinated president, violent protest 

tearing apart the South, and the continued war in Vietnam).  The Platform incorporates 

the identity conflict, too, when it includes a later section that repeats "One Nation, One 

People," noting its “renewed commitments to the values and ideals of democracy” at 

home—where had they gone before then?—and the commentary that “[w]e cannot 

tolerate violence anywhere in our land—north, south, east or west” and specifically 

mentions “the Communist Part, the Ku Klux Klan, and the John Birch Society28.”  The 

Platform, while addressing foreign conflicts and pressures, emphasizes the domestic 

crises at hand and promises to "[c]arry the War on Poverty forward as a total war against 

the causes of human want."  These events may not be wars among nations, but they are 

ideological wars the American people must fight. 

In Johnson’s 1965 State of the Union Address, he establishes the importance of 

the domestic crises after discussing America’s role in world events: 

World affairs will continue to call upon our energy and our courage.  But 

today we can turn increased attention to the character of American life … 

We worked for two centuries to climb this peak of prosperity.  But we are 

only at the beginning of the road to the Great Society.  Ahead now is a 

summit where freedom from the wants of the body can help fulfill the 

needs of the spirit … We do not intend to live in the midst of abundance, 

                                                 
28 The Southern Poverty Law Center refers to this group as a right-wing "conspiracist group" that has 

created "more than five decades of secret socialist plots and accusations of treason at the highest levels of 

American government" (Terry). 
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isolated from neighbors and nature, confined by blighted cities and bleak 

suburbs, stunted by a poverty of learning and an emptiness of leisure … 

[The Great Society] proposes as its first test for a nation: the quality of its 

people. 

In this passage, he accounts for a grand narrative about American identity, one of 

“prosperity” and “abundance” with the potential to build “the Great Society,” but 

contrasts the positive elements with “blighted cities and bleak suburbs” and “a poverty of 

learning and an emptiness of leisure” suggesting that America, while capable of strength, 

still has work to do—as evidenced in his reference to the future “summit” for American 

growth that is tied to the development of citizens’ spirits.  He later proclaimed, "'This 

Administration here and now declares unconditional war on poverty in America … It will 

not be a short or easy struggle—no single weapon or strategy with suffice—but we shall 

not rest until that war is won'" (Qtd. in "War on Poverty").  The Johnson Administration 

would offer many "weapons" and "strategies" to win this war: "aid to distressed areas, 

increased unemployment benefits, extension of minimum wage coverage, and 

enlargement of the Government's role in education and housing" ("War on Poverty"); 

however, education takes a place of prominence as one of these weapons and as a means 

to absolute victory, where America realizes itself as a Great Society when the promise of 

equality and fairness is realized through access to education.   

The Johnson Administration repeatedly places education as a “first” in executive 

policy papers and public addresses and in doing so situates educational access in keeping 

with the third criteria in crisis rhetoric: education is, as it is in NDEA, part of the absolute 

victory for this battle in good and evil, except in this case, the victory relates to 
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America’s national identity tied to democracy and freedom and their realization for all of 

its citizens, regardless of ethnicity, gender, and socioeconomic status.  In "Presidential 

Policy Paper No. 1: Education,"29 Johnson proclaims education as a "right" for citizens, 

suggesting education serves "not only for his [the citizen's] sake, but also for our Nation's 

sake [because] America badly needs educated men and women.  And America needs not 

just more education, but better education."  On the one had, this text provides us with the 

Administration's push for education as a way to "strengthen our State," as one of the 

weapons and strategies for the War on Poverty, and on the other, this shows, yet again, 

the primacy placed on education—it is "Paper No. 1" before any other initiatives. 

In Johnson's first policy paper (and I find it fitting that he first tackles education 

because it gives it such a place of prominence and promise), education is an answer to the 

ongoing problems of the world, and for this reason, he pledges to put educational issues 

at the forefront of his Administration.  He even places education ahead of military 

defense, the economy, and democracy, arguing that   

[n]othing matters more to the future of our country [than education].  Not 

our military preparedness—for armed power is worthless if we lack the 

brainpower to build a world of peace.  Not our productive economy—for 

we cannot sustain growth without trained manpower.  Not our democratic 

system of government—for freedom is fragile if its citizens are ignorant.  

With this level of importance given to education, it is no wonder that he opened this text 

claiming that education is a right that would not only help citizens but the country.  His 

argument does not sound altogether different than someone who links education and 

                                                 
29 Johnson wrote four "Presidential Policy Papers": 1) education, 2) national health concerns, 3) natural 

resource conservation, and 4) farming aid. 
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issues of equality, but he also links education and the War on Poverty: "[o]ur war on 

poverty can be won only if those who are poverty's prisoners can break the chains of 

ignorance" (1563, italics in the original).  While touting education's place in a democratic 

society, he also reminds the audience of the current crisis of discrimination, placing threat 

and anxiety into the mix.  

Johnson's 1965 State of the Union address also shows the connection between 

crisis and education.  Concerning national security, he tells his audience that "we still live 

in a troubled and perilous world.  There is no longer a single threat.  There are many.  

They differ in intensity and in danger.  They require different attitudes and different 

answers."  Among the different answers he offers are federal support for farms, increased 

ease of transportation, and education.  Education is the first item in “A NATIONAL 

AGENDA” that emphasizes how important education is to the development (and 

production) of citizens (capitalization in the original): “I propose that we begin a program 

in education to ensure every American child the fullest development of his mind and 

skills.”  In the later section that outlines "TO ENRICH THE LIFE OF ALL … 

THROUGH EDUCATION," Johnson links the importance of education and the 

preservation of the nation when he explains that "[t]oday no nation can be both ignorant 

and great" (capitalization in the original).  Educational programs, as seen in federal aid to 

public schools, would prevent a general ignorance that could deter American from being 

"great" and thus victorious against domestic and foreign threats.  

Into an American identity crisis, where the battle between good and evil is one of 

conflicting grand narratives and lived experiences, education has a purpose as an 

equalizer, a mechanism to build continued unity which can only work if everyone has 
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access to it.  Therein lay the victory in this fight: educate the public to produce the 

smartest and best citizens.  The 1964 Democratic Party Platform suggested:   

Our task is to make the national purpose serve the human purpose: that 

every person shall have the opportunity to become all that he or she is 

capable of becoming.  We believe that knowledge is essential to individual 

freedom and to the conduct of a free society.  We believe that education is 

the surest and most profitable investment a nation can make.  Regardless 

of family financial status, therefore, education should be open to every 

boy or girl in America up to the highest level he or she is able to master.  

Even more important, the platform reminds that the Democratic Party will continue to 

endorse federal financial support for education, which the text reminds was part of the 

1960 platform, too.  Education is important here because it can provide for the growth of 

its citizens and preservation of the nation.  So while the racial inequalities and violence of 

the South contradict the possibility of a free and democratic America, education (along 

with several other social welfare programs) will do its part to combat the crisis.  

 

Analysis 1: Poverty in Federal Education 

Because the crisis rhetoric surrounding the Elementary and Secondary Education 

Act (1965) [ESEA] involves an ideological crisis—the contradictions that exist with a 

narrative about American democracy and freedom in the face of poverty and racial 

discrimination and violence in The South—the policy's use of crisis shifts to reflect these 

concerns.   ESEA does not read like a defense bill, like NDEA does, from the beginning, 

and instead offers the legislation's purpose as 
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An Act to strengthen and improve educational quality and educational 

opportunities in the Nation's elementary and secondary schools. 

As I noted in the previous section, Johnson labeled poverty a national concern and 

especially hailed the importance of education for all, regardless of economic status, so 

this act emphasizes "quality" and "opportunity," something Johnson wanted more of from 

the K-12 system.  We do not see here a concern with an international threat as we had 

with Sputnik because at this moment, even with The Bay of Pigs happening a few years 

prior and Vietnam raging, the crisis in the nation (and thus for education), as constructed 

by Johnson's War on Poverty, was the inequalities created by lower socioeconomic 

status.  In fact, the legislation does not use any of the crisis terms, as related to national 

security and military dominance, I pointed out with NDEA: defense/defend, emergency, 

or security30.  The terms that do show up in the text are, as Blommaert and Foucault 

argue, the result of the existing sociocultural contexts, so discourse strands of crisis 

specific to the War on Poverty exist within the legislation, just as NDEA engaged with a 

crisis vocabulary specific to Sputnik.   As I did with my previous chapter, I coded for 

crisis terms based on news stories and presidential speeches because these texts would 

more widely circulate and have the most impact in constructing national anxieties and 

fears.  With this legislation, the crisis terms focus on poverty: low-income and 

disadvantaged.  

First, low-income exists in the legislation in several sections, within titles and 

paragraphs, to serve as a description for the economic status of the people the law 

intended to help.  The term exists both to categorize citizens (as "low-income families") 

                                                 
30 The legislation include this word twice in reference to the Social Security Act. 
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and establish a cut-off for who qualifies for the category (with the "low-income factor"); 

in both cases, the term's use engages with Johnson's War on Poverty: 
 

Low-income 
"TITLE I—FINANCIAL ASSITANT TO LOCAL 

EDUCATIONAL AGENCIES FOR THE EDUCATION OF 

CHILDREN OF LOW-INCOME FAMILIES …" 

 

"TITLE II—FINANCIAL ASSISTANCE TO LOCAL 

EDUCATIONAL AGENCIES FOR THE EDUCATION OF 

CHILDREN OF LOW-INCOME FAMILIES" 

 

"In recognition of the special educational needs of children of 

low-income families and the impact that concentrations of low-

income families have on the ability of local educational agencies 

to support adequate educational programs ..." (Sec. 201). 

 

"the Congress hereby declares it to be the policy of the United 

States to provide financial assistance to local educational 

agencies serving areas with concentrations of children from low-

income families …" (Sec. 201) 

 

"of families having an annual income of less than the low-income 

factor …" (Sec. 203.a.2.A, twice; Sec.203a.4.b; Sec. 203.a.4.d) 

 

"of families receiving an annual income in excess of the low-

income factor …" (Sec. 203.a.3.B; Sec. 203.a.4.d) 

 

"For the purposes of this section, the 'Federal percentage' and the 

'low-income factor' for the fiscal year ending June 30, 1966, 

shall be 50 per centum and $2,000, respectively" (Sec. 203.a.4.c) 

 

"For each of the two succeeding fiscal years the Federal 

percentage and the low-income factor shall be established by 

Congress" (Sec. 203.a.4.c) 

 

"that payments under this title will be used for programs and 

projects … designed to meet the special educational needs of 

educationally deprived children in school attendance areas having 

high concentrations of children from low-income families …" 

(Sec. 205.a.1.A) 
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In the above list, low-income is most often used as an adjective for the families that live 

in the school area and for which the public schools would offer education.  Johnson 

repeatedly linked national strength to well-trained citizens (see my historical context 

section), so that the label in the legislation circulates the existing crisis presented with the 

War on Poverty and the Johnson administration's commitment to aiding the poorest of 

citizens, and thus strengthening the nation, through education.  The other use of the term 

refers to a "low-income factor," which provides a clear distinction, at least for the 

immediate fiscal year, for what the legislation means when it uses that label: yearly 

earnings of no more than $2,000.  In addition to the parameters for the label, the phrase 

"low-income factor" is used as a benchmark that either places families as earning "less 

than" or an "excess of."  Schools in poorer districts would be adversely affected by 

poverty because school districts support themselves through local and state taxes.  

Schools with "low-income" families would not have the same tax revenue to build their 

yearly budgets, so school facilities, teachers, and curriculum would be affected.  That a 

lack of taxes would impact educational experiences (thus necessitating the legislation) 

supports Basil Bernstein's point about pedagogic discourse: what and how we teach is the 

result of several discourses and realities outside of education.  In this case, students in 

poorer districts would have been limited by (or in the words of the legislation, 

"educationally deprived" by) the lack of resources and learning opportunities. 

Second, disadvantaged occurs in the text, each in reference to economic situations 

and like low-income, demonstrating the circulation of crisis into legislation.  The term 

shows up in the section of the legislation that establishes a National Advisory Council to 
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administer the aid and determine the effectiveness of the program, in this way illustrating 

Foucault's assertion that state-sponsored education serves to monitor citizen progress (in 

this case, the progress of the "disadvantaged" as they work to be less "educationally 

deprived"): 

 

Disadvantaged 
"The President shall, within ninety days after the enactment of 

this title, appoint a National Advisory Council on the Education 

of Disadvantaged Children for the purpose of reviewing the 

administration and operation of this title ..." (Sec 212.a.) 

 

"These recommendations shall take into consideration 

experience gained under this and other Federal educational 

programs for disadvantaged children and, to the extend 

appropriate, experience gained under other public and private 

educational programs for disadvantaged children" (Sec. 212.a) 

 

Low-income is never used in reference to the students affected by poorer schools, and 

instead, the term disadvantaged is used—or "educationally deprived" in the opening 

"DECLARATION OF POLICY" (capitalization in original).  The term reflects the 

administration's concerns with poverty and that it is a symptom of structural inequalities, 

as Johnson mentioned in his 1964 State of the Union address that I cited in the opening of 

the chapter.  In the address, he cites a lack of fair access to education, housing, and 

medical assistance as reasons for continued poverty—things that put citizens at a 

disadvantage for moving ahead, and thus weaken the nation.  The document does not 

refer to low-income students, but disadvantaged students, suggesting that these students 

do not have control over their economic situation and would thus need federal aid (and a 

National Advisory Council) to balance the inequalities of their educational experience 

with that of students from wealthier districts.   
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ESEA and the subsequent reform incorporate low-income and disadvantaged 

which reflects ESEA’s emergence during The War on Poverty and the federal attempts to 

improve the lives of poorer Americans through education, which was not a major impetus 

for NDEA (clocking in no references to these keywords).  Because Johnson was 

concerned with the financial state of poor and rural schools, the policy uses these words 

in describing the purpose of the legislation (which I noted earlier in this section) and in 

outlining who benefits from the policy.  This language represents its own kind of crisis, 

suggesting not just the problems of poverty but that the public education system, and by 

extension government at all levels, has failed students.  That low-income and 

disadvantaged continue into later reform also reinforces Patrick McGuinn’s assertion that 

“the act represents a transformative shift in federal education policy” because it is the 

foundation for the federal government’s continued role in education, as seen in its many 

reauthorizations and renamings (9).   

 

Analysis 2: The Purpose of Education in National Ideological Crisis 

Before Johnson became president, Kennedy discussed the value of education for 

the ways it benefitted the nation.  He remarked that "[t]he human mind is our 

fundamental resource" and that the federal government has a responsibility to help public 

schools in order to "[expand] the base of our economic and military strength."  Kennedy's 

speech presents education in a manner similar to that of NDEA, but Johnson presented a 

different agenda for this administration and shifted how the federal government 

constructed education in policy, reports, and speeches.  Johnson brought a different 

perspective on education that believed in the possibilities afforded by education, himself 
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both a public school teacher and a recipient of free public education (Cross 27).  While 

Johnson consistently referred to education within the context of nation building and 

preserving in policy papers and speeches, the legislation entangles discourse strands 

related to the War on Poverty, rather than terms related to inter/national security as they 

were with Sputnik. 

My second measure for the entanglements of the War on Poverty and ESEA 

analyzes how the legislation sponsors (Brandt) educational activities while mainly 

serving as a federal aid bill.  Though the majority of the policy's texts outlines what 

schools will receive aid and how those aid decisions will be made, Sec. 205 specifies how 

state and local educational agencies apply for aid, conditional upon its use for specific 

learning environments: "programs and projects (including the acquisition of equipment 

and where necessary the construction of school facilities) (A) which are designed to meet 

the special educational needs of educationally deprived children" (Sec. 205.a.1.A) and 

"which are of sufficient size, scope, and quality to give reasonable promise of substantial 

progress toward meeting those needs" (Sec. 205.a.1.B). Within the historical context of 

Johnson's speeches and writing about education, these "programs and projects" would 

reflect national educational needs in areas of science and mathematics (which he refers to 

in speeches), though the legislation does not specify areas of study like NDEA does.  

Though ESEA emphasizes economic inequalities and the intention to provide aid to 

poorer schools, it also mentions the educational elements it intends to fund: "dual 

enrollment [of students in public and private institutions], educational radio and 

television, and mobile educational services and equipment" (Sec. 205.a.3).  Outlining aid 

for dual enrollment shows an early concern with access to higher education, which would 
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reduce students' likelihood of living in poverty, but citizens earning advanced degrees 

also benefits the economic and military standing of the nation.  The mentions about radio 

and television equipment reflects an interest in students proficient in technology (an idea 

mentioned in NDEA, too), and mobile educational services and equipment includes 

projects like Head Start that are not necessarily tied to a school campus but that would 

support continued learning and help with school work.  Though ESEA frames itself as a 

federal aid bill, these references provide an outline for the kind of educational projects 

the act supports—the federal government has sponsored education insofar as it advances 

the nation's citizens in areas of concern: higher education, technology, and support for 

graduating high school. 

Moreover, the legislation provides additional constraints for the funds, for not just 

the kinds of programs, but for elements related to assessment and teaching training.  The 

legislation requires schools to measure the effectiveness of the programs funded with 

federal aid—introducing a demand for assessment reported to the federal government.  

Schools that received aid had to adopt ways to assess their programs, "including 

provision for appropriate objective measurements of educational achievement, [that] will 

be adopted for evaluating at least annually the effectiveness of the programs in meeting 

the special educational needs of educationally deprived children (Sec. 205.a.5).  The 

legislation also includes requirements for "acquiring and disseminating to teachers and 

administrators significant information derived from educational research, demonstration, 

and similar projects, and for adopting, where appropriate, promising educational practices 

developed through such projects" (Sec. 205.a.8), an element that would impact teacher 

professional development.  These two requirements indirectly affect the classroom by 
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placing testing and training demands on teachers, which the teachers then bring into the 

classroom for how they teach, and so the sponsorship here may not specify a course of 

study, but it does sponsor how students might learn.  This, too, reinforces Bernstein's 

pedagogic discourse because these requirements could influence the learning 

environments through testing and teacher knowledge. 

 

Circulating Crisis: Responses to the Elementary and Secondary Education Act 

In the years leading up to the passing of ESEA, the issues of racial inequality and 

the growing violence took center stage, especially when The Civil Rights Act (1964) 

passed, and into this conversation, Johnson took on the role as president after the 

assassination of Kennedy and then continued these duties after being elected for another 

term.  His emphasis on social welfare and the resulting legislation show us a presidency 

concerned not with just the foreign threat of bombs and communism, but also with the 

domestic threat of inequality and discrimination.  In this way, the Johnson 

Administration's use of crisis rhetoric and retelling of American narratives support Cesar 

et. al's, Tulis', and Stuckey's assertions that crisis rhetoric establishes a place in modernity 

through presidential rhetoric.  Here, unlike with NDEA, the power dynamics for 

developing policy shift toward the Executive Branch because Johnson demands Congress 

enact social welfare legislation by way of his Presidential Policy Papers, State of the 

Union addresses, and even executive orders, and all of this could then influence public 

perception of policy developments and narratives about America (Stuckey).  Before 

ESEA passed in 1965, Johnson asserted Executive Order 11185 "To Facilitate 

Coordination of Federal Education Programs," in order to promote his education agenda 
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that provided federal aid and administration for public education insofar as these were 

"education needs and goals of the Nation."  In remarks paired with the executive order, 

Johnson commended his actions on behalf of the American people, claiming this move to 

preserve education as something the country wanted: 

There is nothing Americans care about more deeply than the education of 

their children. The Federal Government is spending large sums to help 

States, local communities, and institutions strengthen their educational 

programs. A number of Federal agencies have programs which aid 

education. We want to be certain that every dollar is spent in such a way 

as to strengthen our schools, preserve local initiative, and contribute to 

better opportunities for the boys and girls and young men and women of 

this Nation. 

In the midst of the turmoil of the Vietnam War and the civil rights tensions in the South, 

Johnson claims education as the one thing the country cares most about, and his logic 

then is to include federal involvement in education because it is a concern for the entire 

nation.  This is not to say that Johnson's Great Society initiatives would have been well 

received by the public, though his presidential rhetoric did much to bring education to the 

national consciousness because he believed in the importance of education to alleviate the 

effects of poverty—Johnson had grown up poor and believed his free public education 

had afforded him success (Cross 27).  Four years before ESEA passed, Strom Thurmond, 

a conservative South Carolina Senator, wrote to Lister Hill warning of the problems with 

continued federal aid to schools in light of the federal mandates about integration.  He 

referred to it as "if not the most dangerous of any ever considered by the Congress [sic]" 
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because federal funds could be withheld by requiring 1) "the integration of the races in 

the segregated schools of the South," (which he refers to as a "tragic decision") and 2) 

federal "approval of teachers' standards, textbooks and curriculum," both of which would 

curtail state control of education.  The Gambrell commencement address I mentioned in 

the beginning of the chapter echoes this, too, and not surprisingly he is a Southerner:  

Although the unequal distribution of wealth throughout the country may 

constitute some justification for a program of federal aid to education, it 

would be error to expose the control of the common school systems of the 

several states to a federal board or bureau which, through a program of 

subsidy, could supervise teachers, prescribe curricula and subject matter 

and otherwise condition the education of our oncoming generations. (7) 

Gambrell's warnings are similar to Thurmond's—increased federal control of teachers 

and curriculum—though he does not mention integration.  Both of these responses echo 

the opposition to federal education legislation after the passage of NDEA; the concern 

with federal aid is again tied to the way it impedes existing notions of "states' rights."  A 

Wall Street Journal editorial voiced concerns for Johnson's larger War on Poverty, 

questioning his "sweeping manifesto" and "the Government's capacity for waging this 

kind of war" when it has not been consistently successful ("War on Poverty").  

Ultimately, ESEA passed into law and put education into the national consciousness as a 

priority of American politics (Cross 16); moreover, this is the legislation that has 

continued to be reauthorized and amended over the next 50 years of federal education 

policy.  It provided the groundwork for federal interventions in public education, 

including requirements about disability access, bilingual education, and even 2001's No 
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Child Left Behind which is part of the reason why we do not see new federal general 

education aid legislation pass but instead legislation to fund particular courses of study 

(Rhodes, McGuinn).  The legislation also continued the trend, begun with NDEA, for 

federal aid involvement in public education that in turn sustained a national conversation 

about education involving a variety of stakeholders with interests in quantifiable 

outcomes (test scores, matriculation) to follow from the increased spending. 
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Cold War Politics and Economic Crisis: Recession and Inflation Affect Reform 

 

The wisdom and foresight of our Founding Fathers set in motion the greatness of 

America and the personal liberties we enjoy today.  These blessings have thrived because 

of the value succeeding generations have placed on knowledge and education.  For this 

reason alone, few matters are as critical to the future of our country than the continued 

success of our educational system … A timely theme for American Education Week this 

year is "A Strong Nation Needs Strong Schools." 

--Ronald Reagan, "Proclamation 4967—American Education Week, 1982" 

 

Citizens also know in their bones that the safety of the United States depends principally 

on the wit, skill, and spirit of a self-confident people, today and tomorrow. 

-- David Gardner, A Nation at Risk (1983), pp. 17 

 

The most notable feature of this Administration's education policy now it the importance 

it has assumed.  Last April's report by the National Commission on Excellence in 

Education, created by Mr. Bell with the approval of the White House, helped propel the 

quality of American education into the spotlight, and even some critics conceded that Mr. 

Reagan has succeeded in presenting himself as the leading advocate of education reform. 

-- Edward B. Fiske, "Top Objectives Elude Reagan as Education Policy Evolves" (1983) 

 

 

 

 
Constructed as one of the solutions to the War on Poverty, The Elementary and 

Secondary Education Act put in place the education legislation that we still use today, 

though the document has been substantially modified from its original.31  As with the 

National Defense Education Act (1958), existing crisis established by the Executive 

Office (in this case, the War on Poverty and not conflicts with Cuba or the Vietnam War) 

circulated into ESEA, but the policy also circulated more widely to the public that the 

federal government can and should aid K-12 public schools.  Education historian Gareth 

Davies posits that Johnson's push for the Great Society and the involvement of the federal 

                                                 
31 Patrick McGuinn’s No Child Left Behind and the Transformation of Federal Education Policy, 1965-

2005 follows the many reauthorizations that the policy saw up to No Child Left Behind, itself a 

reauthorization of ESEA.  The 2015 Every Student Succeeds Act is even a reauthorization of ESEA.  If any 

major shifts happen to general K-12 education, legislators package this into ESEA. 
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government in public education continued into the 1970s and 1980s because the ideas 

about federal aid to education and education's importance became embedded into 

American politics, even with a backlash against the federal government's spending (5).  

While he acknowledges the role NDEA (1958) had in beginning federal involvement in 

public education (16), he considers ESEA (1965) and the administration's involvement in 

civil rights initiatives as the pieces that continued to promote federal involvement in 

education (3).   

The epigraph I provided expresses the links between the federal government's 

sponsorship of education as well as the continued entanglement of crisis that circulated 

across several audiences and impacted education discourse, making education part of the 

solution for national crises.  Ronald Reagan's proclamation about American Education 

Week acknowledges the importance of education for the maintenance and preservation of 

the nation, even claiming education's role in continuing the "greatness of America" begun 

with the Founding Fathers.  Though Reagan would not commit to federal spending on 

education and insisted on returning control to the states, in this proclamation, he asserts 

the value of education as it is able to keep the nation "strong."  The second piece from A 

Nation at Risk more specifically links national security crises and education, referring to 

national safety that rests on the abilities of citizens.  Earlier in the report, the text laments 

that "[b]usiness and military leaders complain that they are required to spend millions of 

dollars on costly remedial education and training programs in such basic skills as reading, 

writing, spelling, and computation" (9).  These complaints connect education (or in this 

case, its failings) to the costs for business and the military, reminding citizens of the 

connection between educational progress and economic (business) and military strength.  
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Both of these examples illustrate the entanglement of education and national security, 

thus inserting crisis rhetoric into educational discourses.  My final piece to the epigraph I 

have included to emphasize how in spite of the Reagan Administration's attempts to cut 

education spending, the circulation of crisis rhetoric and the need for federal aid impact 

the power dynamics between the Executive Office and the resulting policy reform.  

Education was in "the spotlight" after A Nation at Risk, so Reagan's initial attempts to cut 

back on the federal role in education instead ushered in new conversations about 

educational standards (Cross 90). 

In this chapter, I offer an analysis of A Nation at Risk: The Imperative for 

Education Reform (1983) [ANAR], which is a federally-sponsored report on education, 

not a policy document.  The scope of ESEA and its subsequent reauthorizations, 

combined with the Reagan Administration's push to cut federal spending on social 

welfare projects (Hunter), are why we do not see many new policies about federal aid to 

K-12 education in the same way that NDEA and ESEA dealt with a wider range of 

educational issues: any new initiatives can be (and have been) tacked on to ESEA.   I 

have broken this chapter into similar sections as that of the chapter about NDEA and 

ESEA: historical context, analysis of crisis in education, analysis of education's purpose 

in crisis, and examination of how discourse strands from ESEA then circulated to other 

places.  As I have with the previous chapters, I examine the report for its integration of 

crisis rhetoric (Demosthenes and Cicero) into the text, examining discourse strands 

(Wodak) related to the crisis context of recession, inflation, and global conflicts.  I have 

selected these strands based on how my primary sources presented inter/national crises.  

My second analysis examines how the report constructions education (its purpose, 
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curriculum), before closing the chapter with a discussion of how people responded to 

ANAR and how the report circulated forward education as a solution to national security 

concerns. 

 

Establishing the Crisis Context: Recession, Inflation, and Global Conflicts 

Through the 1970s, no new federal aid legislation passed because administrations 

continued to reauthorize ESEA (1965).  With each new reauthorization, an additional 

program was added (some of which required new government offices) and thus increased 

federal spending on education: the arts, consumer education, environmental education, 

health education, gifted and talented programs, and ethnic heritage programs to name a 

few (Cross 69).  The increase in programs and federal spending undermined ESEA's 

original purpose to "support programs for children who came to school with some 

disadvantage (poverty, disability, lack of English)" so that it was unclear where "the 

federal role end[ed] and the state role [began]" and established "competing demands for 

money" across educational projects (69).  In addition to an expanding role for the federal 

government in education, the late 1970s experienced a major recession and conversations 

about cuts to federal spending began—including conversations about cutting spending to 

education.  Although there was a push to cut spending, this does not mean the federal 

government was silent on issues of education going into the 1980s, even with a lack of 

policy, and the beginning of the new decade introduced what Edward B. Fiske referred to 

in 1988 as “35 Pages That Shook the U.S. Education World”: the 1983 report A Nation at 

Risk: The Imperative for Educational Reform.  As with each of the documents I have 

discussed so far, this report (while not legislation, but originating at the federal level and 
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acknowledged by Reagan32) includes language that is the result of the existing economic 

and global crises faced by America and the way texts across the federal government and 

national news engage with crisis rhetoric to promote continued federal involvement in 

education, in spite of the Reagan Administration's desire to cut it. 

When Reagan took office in 1981, he spoke to the economic concerns of inflation 

and recession in his inaugural address, emphasizing the economic crisis in particular as a 

form of proof that America was losing its battle for international superiority.  He called it 

an “economic affliction,” a phrasing likening economics to a disease to be cured.33  He 

linked together “unemployment, human misery, and personal indignity”—the result of 

“idle business.”  And out-of-control federal spending was “mortgaging our future and our 

children’s future for the temporary convenience of the present.”  The cure for the 

economic crisis involved reduced federal spending and involvement, which he compared 

to “the roadblocks that have slowed our economy and reduced productivity.”  The 1970s 

and early 1980s were marked by recession and inflation,34  which Reagan and his 

administration cited as the result of too-big government, and the economic issues could 

be fixed, he argued, if federal government would “[restore] the balance between the 

various levels of government.”  Less than one month into his presidency, Reagan lauded 

                                                 
32 Reagan spoke about the report's findings in his "Remarks on Receiving the Final Report of the National 

Commission on Excellence in Education," claiming education as important to the nation, but holding to the 

Republican Party line that control of education should be given to state and local authorities, not the federal 

government.  While he nods to the failings of American education system—"quality is lacking" with "low 

standards, lack of purpose, ineffective use of resources, and a failure to challenge students to push 

performance to the boundaries of individual ability"—he promotes the Administration's focus on "tuition 

tax credits, vouchers, educational savings accounts, voluntary school prayer, and abolishing the Department 

of Education." 
33 He furthers this connection between disease and health when he refers to the current “economic ills” 

(paragraph 8) and the promise to have a “healthy, vigorous, growing economy” and a “revived economy” 

(paragraph 11). 
34 Reagan lists 1970, 1974, and early 1980 as times of recession in his 1982 State of the Union. 
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his Program for Economic Recovery, a program rooted in the American people’s 

economic crisis:  

All of us are aware of the punishing inflation which has for the 

first time in 60 years help to double-digit figures for 2 years in a row.  

Interest rates have reached absurd levels of more than 20 percent and over 

15 percent for those who would borrow to buy a home.  All across this 

land one can see newly built homes vacant, unsold because of mortgage 

interest rates.  

Almost 8 million Americans are out of work.  These are people 

who want to be productive.  But as the months go by, despair dominates 

their lives.  The threats of layoff and unemployment hand over other 

millions, and all who work are frustrated by their inability to keep up with 

inflation.  (“Address Before a Joint Session of the Congress on the 

Program for Economic Recovery”)  

The crisis rhetoric is here in both the statistics—double-digit inflation figures, high 

interest rates, unemployment—and the descriptors he gives about the situation—

punishing, absurd, despair, threats.  The information provides the basis of the looming 

crisis of civilization, where America cannot continue with these ailments.  The crisis 

rhetoric is there, too, with the implication that the nation is worth preserving and 

maintaining by fixing these problems.  In this case, the absolute victory is in fixing these 

domestic issues, which we also saw in the identity crisis present with the Johnson 

Administration.  In addition to the issues of inflation and unemployment, the federal 

government also struggled with a national debt nearing $1 trillion and the encroaching 
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interest on that debt ("Address Before a Joint Session of the Congress on the Program for 

Economic Recovery").  While arguing for a shift in economic policies, Reagan 

emphasized the financial failings of government—first with inflation, then 

unemployment and tax burdens, before landing on the government’s own spending, 

which he later blames for causing the economic difficulties of the citizens (“Address to 

the Nation on the Program for Economic Recovery,” 831).    

Seven months later, Reagan repeated these same crises in the more public 

“Address to the Nation on the Program for Economic Recovery” where he again 

highlighted inflation and interest rates, but he also offered hope for an improved 

economic situation when he announced “some bright spots in our economic performance 

these past few months.  Inflation had fallen, and pressures were easing on both food and 

fuel prices.  More than a million Americans were at work than the previous year, and 

recently there had even been a small crack in interest rates” (831).  At the heart of these 

improvements, at least for the Reagan Administration, is the cuts in federal spending, 

which became a major tenet of his administration,35 and he referred to this idea in both 

speeches when before the Joint Committee, he called for a $41.4 billion reduction in 

proposed spending and when before the national audience, he described $35 billion cut 

from the proposed budget (831).  And Reagan announced these cuts as necessary, 

attaching high stakes to his proposed cuts that reflect Demosthenes' and Cicero's 

requirement that crisis rhetoric both threaten the end of civilization and promote the need 

for victory: without the cuts to federal spending, they risk the end of America.  In the 

address before Congress, he explained “[i]f we don’t [reduce spending], inflation and the 

                                                 
35 See “The Republication Platform of 1980.” 
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growing tax burden will put an end to everything we believe in and our dreams for the 

future.”  To the nation, he presented his plan as the only option, hinting at the end of 

America when referring to national security: “We have no choice but to continue down 

the road toward a balanced budget, a budget that will keep us strong at home and secure 

overseas. And let me be clear that this cannot be the last round of cuts. Holding down 

spending must be a continuing battle for several years to come” (832).  To reduce 

spending, he outlined seven areas to “achieve additional savings” in the address to the 

nation:  reducing the allotted funds for government agencies by 12%, reducing the non-

defense payroll budget, eliminating the Energy and Education Departments, reducing 

federal loan guarantees, reforming welfare reform (read: cut funding), reworking tax 

code, and establishing user fees for federally-funded services such as harbors and 

channels (832, 833, 834).     

In addition to the economic concerns, Cold War politics loom as a continued 

crisis in the battle between a good America/democracy and a bad Soviet 

Russia/communism.  The previous documents I have referred to (“Republican Party 

Platform of 1980,” “Address Before a Joint Session of the Congress on the Program for 

Economic Recovery,” and “Address to the Nation on the Program for Economic 

Recovery”) incorporate Cold War tensions into the text (though not to the same degree of 

detail as the economic crises); there are no concrete explanations for how the Soviet 

Union has developed technology or its exact geopolitical reach.  Instead, the 

“Republication Party Platform of 1980” shows us the existing crisis rhetoric in the claims 

that the Soviet Union can “obliterate or cripple our land-based missile system and 

blackmail us into submission,” presumably through the Soviet Union’s increasing 
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influence in the world.  The “Platform” further develops the crisis with national security 

anxieties, too, by referring to recent events that, it argues, are the result of the previous 

(Democratic) administration’s inability to “[understand] totalitarianism nor [appreciate] 

the way tyrants take advantage of weakness,” which is evidenced by the last four years’ 

“many humiliations, insults, and defeats,” including “our ambassadors murdered, our 

embassies burned, our warnings ignored, our diplomacy scorned, our diplomats 

kidnapped.”  Interestingly, the Reagan administration offered up spending cuts across 

several areas, but promised to maintain its defense budget rather than take away from it to 

fund “social experiments” because of the current global threat:  

From being the strongest nation on Earth in the post World War II years, 

we steadily declined while the Soviet Union engaged in the most massive 

military buildup the world has ever seen.  

Now, with all our economic problems, we're forced to try to catch 

up so that we can preserve the peace. Government's first responsibility is 

national security, and we're determined to meet that responsibility. Indeed, 

we have no choice. (“Address to the Nation on the Program for Economic 

Recovery,” 832)  

Here, he offered up the priorities for government: first, national security (if we take his 

word for it) and second, economic security (if we look at the larger purpose of the 

address).  Education and healthcare have little to offer within this list because they are not 

explicitly linked to national security.  Furthermore, his closing sentence reflects the 

apocalyptic message of previous documents—that economic failures will lead to the 

decline and fall of America—because there is “no choice” concerning these issues of 
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national security.  I mention these addresses because they reached a wider audience and 

create a common American identity narrative tied to deficit and crisis (if we consider 

Tulis' and Stuckey's assertions about the role the president has in creating national 

identities with rhetoric).  The public address brings the crisis rhetoric to a larger stage--

because the audience is the citizens, not just government officials--and reinforces the role 

the president has in creating American identity narratives (Tulis, Stuckey).  Although 

Reagan had presented a plan to decrease federal influence (and spending) on education, 

his use of crisis rhetoric about domestic and foreign economic issues constructed a 

conflicting narrative for the public that both spoke of education as important to the nation 

and something the federal government should not be involved in as the nation tried to 

recover from the debt accrued by its social welfare programs.  When he responded to A 

Nation at Risk, he began to create a link between declining education and a declining 

economy, but mid-sentences fixed the order: "And I also noted a parallel between a 

decline in our education and a decline—or our economy, I should say, and a decline in 

education" ("Remarks on Receiving the Final Report of the National Commission on 

Excellence in Education").  The first sequence would put the failings of the national 

economy onto education, which would thus necessitate federal involvement in education, 

while the revised sequence places the failings of education on a bad economy, which the 

Reagan Administration had constructed as the important thing to fix and from which all 

other national concerns would fall into place.  

Into the crisis rhetoric of economic collapse and global conflict, A Nation at Risk 

addressed the world.  Education scholar Jesse Rhodes notes that the economic downturn, 

continued failures in Vietnam, and cultural conflicts about civil rights set up a period of 
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unrest leading into the 1980s and the emergence of the "excellence movement" that 

created dialogues about standardized testing to improve school (and student) 

performance.  The network of crisis outside of education informed the way education 

discourse emerged: "the apparent correspondence between the nation's economic travails 

and American students' soft performance created a plausible prima facie that schools 

might be responsible for the poor state of the economy" (43-44).  The report declared that 

“the educational foundations of our society are presently being eroded by a rising ride of 

mediocrity that threatens our very future as a Nation and a people.  What was 

unimaginable a generation ago has begun to occur—others are matching and surpassing 

our educational attainments” (13).  The report specifically names deficits in math and 

science education, providing illustrations of America’s ranking against other countries.  

The document itself with riddled with threats—mostly of an economic variety, which is 

not altogether surprising when we consider the anxieties about unemployment, increased 

interest rates, and the country’s increasing deficits: 

We live among determined, well-educated, and strongly motivated 

competitors.  We compete with them for international standing and 

markets, not only with products but also with the ideas of our laboratories 

and neighborhood workshops.  America’s position in the world may once 

have been reasonably secure with only a few exceptionally well-trained 

men and women.  It is no longer. (14)  

While the report did not result in educational policy change—Christopher Cross refers to 

this decade as a policy “stalemate”—the report did function as a catalyst for education 

discourse on the national level, bringing education to the voting public and making 
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education an expected political conversation.  The report presents the second and third 

elements of crisis rhetoric (the threat of a collapse of civilization and the requirement for 

victory), too: "It is [the future generation's] America, and the America of all of us, that is 

at risk; it is to each of us that this imperative is addressed.  It is by our willingness to take 

up the challenge, and our resolve to see it through, that America's place in the world will 

be either secured or forfeited" (36).   The report circulated national security and crisis 

back into education discourse, preventing the Reagan Administration from removing 

education aid from the federal budgets. 

 

Analysis 1: Global and Economic Concerns in Federal Education 

A Nation at Risk developed alongside conversations about the anxieties of 

economic prosperity and the international failings in technology and science.  Based on 

Reagan's presidential rhetoric, America was in crisis much in the way Demosthenes and 

Cicero outlined—the nation was in a battle between good and evil, there was a definite 

threat of the collapse of civilization, and his speeches emphasize the necessity of 

American victory.  When Terrell Bell, then Secretary of Education, created his taskforce 

for the National Commission on Excellence in Education, he did so with the intention of 

saving the Department of Education (which the Reagan Administration intended to 

dismantle).  In his memoir, Bell recounted that he needed something akin to the Sputnik 

launch to create a renewed commitment to education, even with the threats to cut federal 

spending: 

We needed some means of rallying the American people around their 

schools and colleges.  Educators had to be shaken out of their 
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complacency.  More than two decades ago the Soviet Sputnik had spurred 

us into action to improve educational standards and performance.  We 

needed an equally strong spur today … Our loss of zest and drive and 

spirit would not be regained until we renewed and reformed our schools.  

(Qtd. in Cross 77). 

Just as Stewart McClure explained about the choice to use national security in NDEA, 

here Bell admits to the potential for reform attached to crisis, so crisis rhetoric is 

entangled into the report.  The document opens immediately with the crisis context 

(which in turn, according to Fiske, "shook the world) just as NDEA and ESEA before it 

with their respective opening summaries: 

Our Nation is at risk.  Our once unchallenged preeminence in commerce, 

industry, science, and technological innovation is being overtaken by 

competitors throughout the world … the educational foundations of our 

society are presently being eroded by a rising tide of mediocrity that 

threatens our very future as a Nation and a people. (5) 

From the first sentence, the report reads like a defense document, rather than one related 

to education; in fact, the introduction waits to refer to "schools and colleges" until after 

setting up the "risks" presented to the nation.  The report's introduction engages with 

crisis rhetoric with its references to risks to the Nation as well as the underlying threats 

about America losing its global "preeminence," though it does offer possibility of victory 

against these threats if "the American people, properly informed, will do what is right for 

their children and the generations to come" (Gardner 6). 
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Given the increased risks outlined in ANAR, the crisis-specific discourse strands 

include both areas of national security and military concerns as well as economic 

prosperity.  The introduction outlines some of these terms, though my selection of crisis 

terms is again influenced by other historical context documents and related to terms from 

the previous legislation.  Throughout the document, threat and anxiety are apparent 

because risk shows up to refer to military, economic, and ideological concerns, even in its 

own section titled "The Risk" that emphasizes the economic pressures of a global market 

(6).  The primary discussion of risk cites economics with "the Japanese [who] make 

automobiles more efficiently than Americans," "the South Koreans [who] recently built 

the world's most efficient steel mill," and the Germans who produce better "machine 

tools" (6, 7).  With these examples, the report outlines that the nation's risk is more 

specifically tied to global standing.  However, risk is not limited the nation's economics, 

and later the text refers to a risk similar to the ideological crises presented with ESEA—

that failing to aid public education puts at risk "the promise first made on this continent: 

All, regardless of race or class or economic status, are entitled to a fair chance and to the 

tools for developing their individual powers of mind and spirit to the utmost" (8).  With 

both of these examples, the risk to the nation to inextricably tied to education—it is, as 

noted in the document's introduction, "one of the many causes and dimensions to the 

problem" (5).  

Related to national security and military dominance, the report includes the terms 

defense and security/secure.  In one instance, the report uses defense in relation to how 

education outranked military defense in priority in a Gallup poll, explaining that 

"[e]ducation occupied first place among 12 funding categories considered in the survey—
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above health care, welfare, and military defense" (17).  There are two other references to 

the term, though, that link education with national security concerns, the first in the 

document's main text and the second in the list of people who worked on the report: 

 

Defense "We believe it is desirable that students achieve [foreign 

language] proficiency because study of a foreign language … 

serves the Nation's needs in commerce, diplomacy, defense, and 

education" (27) 

 

"Ray Clifford, Defense Language Institute, Presidio of Monterey, 

California" 

 

The first mention of defense in relation to education specifically mentions the value of 

foreign language study for it.  While the document also explains that study of a foreign 

language can benefit students by introducing "non-English-speaking cultures" and 

"heightens awareness and comprehension of one's native tongue," learning a foreign 

language also preserves the nation.  This link between foreign language study and 

national security reflects the ideas established in NDEA, which funded study of "critical" 

foreign languages as a response to Sputnik.  The second mention refers to someone 

attached to the special meeting on "Language and Literacy: Skills for Academic 

Learning" that occurred before the publication of the report.  Though most of the people 

involved in that session came from K-12 and higher education settings, Ray Clifford is 

the only mention of someone from the Defense Language Institute, an institution based 

out of the Department of Defense that provides foreign language instruction in order to 

support national security (McNaughton 1).  These two examples illustrate that influences 

outside of education impact not only federal education discourse but what happens in the 

classroom, reflecting both Rebecca Dingo's network model for policy and Basil 
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Bernstein's pedagogic discourse.  The first example mentions language study for the 

benefit of national security, and the second example mentions someone from the 

Department of Defense on the committee and impacting the report. 

The report also refers to security/secure(d) as an adjective in relation to national 

safety36, and all the examples are within the main text of the report: 

 

Security/secure(d) "This report is concerned with only one of the many causes and 

dimensions of the problem, but its is one that undergirds 

American prosperity, security, and civility" (5) 

 

"America's position in the world may once have been reasonably 

secure with only a few exceptionally well-trained men and 

women.  It is no longer" (6) 

 

"Very clearly, the public understands the primary importance of 

education as the foundation for a satisfying life, an enlightened 

and civil society, a strong economy, and a secure Nation" (17) 

 

"It is by our willingness to take up the challenge, and our resolve 

to see it through, that America's place in the world will be either 

secured or forfeited" (37). 

 

The use of security connects education and American dominance in the sentence; 

educational failings are "one of the many causes and dimensions" that puts the nation at 

risk.  It is interesting to note, too, that this is the first instance where (perceived) 

educational failures are directly blamed for national crises in the text of the federal 

documents I analyze; neither NDEA or ESEA pointed to education as a reason for the 

crisis, though discourses outside of the federal documents forwarded that argument.  The 

other mentions of secure/d refer to America's dominance, with the third example 

connecting a strong education system with national security.  These examples use the 

                                                 
36 The text uses the term another time to refer to getting a job ("secure gainful employment" [8]). 
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terms to establish the "risk" to the nation: whether America remains secure (or collapses, 

to pull on crisis rhetoric terms) depends on the nation's continued educational successes.  

The use of security/secure(d) invests education with both a military (for the way it 

reinforces national safety) and economic (for the way it guarantees market dominance) 

capital. 

In the second area of risk related to economic prosperity, the report includes 

economy, compete/competition, and a return to concerns about poverty with 

disadvantaged.  The terms related to the economy and international competition reflect 

the economic crisis, which I outlined in the historical context section.  If America were to 

continue in a recession and with inflation, the nation would not have the economic 

power/authority imagined by Reagan's speeches.  The report refers to the economy once 

in the main text, noting a connection between education and a "strong economy" (12).  

The term occurs in the same text, which I mentioned in the above section about national 

security, that refers to education as a means to a "secure Nation."  In this report, 

education (and its successes and failures) impact not only national security as it relates to 

international conflicts (NDEA) and ideological beliefs as its relates to equity and access 

(ESEA), for the first time, the federal documents link education to their impact global 

markets and America's financial security. 

The first group of terms, compete/competition, show up in the main text, each 

time referring to America's place in global markets: 

Compete/competition "We live among determined, well-educated, and strongly 

motivated competitors.  We compete with them for 

international standing and markets, not only with products but 

also with the ideas of our laboratories and neighborhood 

workshops" (6) 
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"In a world of ever-accelerating competition and change in 

the conditions of the workplace, of ever-greater danger, and 

ever-larger opportunities for those prepared to meet them, 

educational reform should focus on the goal of creating a 

Learning Society" (13) 

 

"The citizen is dismayed at a steady 15-year decline in 

industrial productivity, as one great American industry after 

another falls to world competition" (18) 

 

ANAR's use of these terms are economically driven, tied to markets (the first example), 

the workforce (the second example), and industry (the third example).  The second use of 

the term suggests education as a solution to possible American decline.  If education 

reform "focus[es] on the goal of creating a Learning Society," then America could remain 

prosperous in international markets and citizens could be valuable to businesses. Though 

the first and third examples do not specifically engage with education, the references are 

used to support the need for continued federal aid and a national program for high school 

education.  The nation needs a strong educational program in order to compete in these 

international markets, otherwise American industry will continue to lose, as the report 

laments earlier, to countries like Japan, South Korea, and Germany.  The inclusion of 

compete/competition provides a specific example of the voices tied to education and the 

network of education policy: business.  America needs to reform education so that its 

businesses, and by extension the nation's economy, can thrive. 
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The last area of risk related to economics also reflects an ideological crisis about 

access and fairness in America; the report includes disadvantaged,37 in a manner similar 

to ESEA, as it relates to economic status: 

Disadvantaged "We must demand the best effort and performance from all 

students, whether they are gifted or less able, affluent or 

disadvantaged, whether destined for college, the farm, or 

industry" (24) 

 

"Because no textbook in any subject can be geared to the needs 

of all students, funds should be made available to support text 

development in 'thin-market' areas, such as those for 

disadvantaged students, the learning disabled, and the gifted and 

talented" (28) 

 

"The Federal Government, in cooperation with States and 

localities, should help meet the needs of key groups of students 

such as the gifted and talented, the socioeconomically 

disadvantaged, minority and language minority students, and the 

handicapped.  In combination these groups include both national 

resources and the Nation's youth who are most at risk" (33) 

The three examples reflect the report's concern that one of the risks for the nation is that a 

weak educational system would impact citizens' abilities to succeed "regardless of race or 

class or economic status" (8).  The first use of the term asks that all education "demand" 

the same standards from all students, which would not be possible if schools do not have 

the same resources to start.  This ties in with the second use, a suggestion that despite of 

the smaller market for group-specific textbooks, schools consider the varying needs of 

students in the selection of books.  For students' disadvantages to not impact their 

learning, then would need better resources, and the third use explains the role the federal 

government should have in helping create a fair educational environment to develop its 

                                                 
37 The report does refer to "educationally disadvantaged students" (24), too, but in this reference, these are 

students with special learning needs, rather than students who are "educationally deprived," as mentioned in 

ESEA, as a result of poorer schools 
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citizens, which the text refers to as "national resources" (those that are gifted and 

talented) and those who are "at risk" and would need federal aid in order to be national 

resources.  These examples also present a shift in the way the federal documents discuss 

students' place in these economic situations.  In ESEA, the language referred to "low-

income families," avoiding the economic label placed onto the students, but in ANAR, 

the text places the adjective with the students, a positioning that suggests the students' 

responsibility for their educational successes (or failures).  The report reinforces the role 

students have in their education, stating in the text and in a pull-quote after the 

"Introduction" that "all children by virtue of their own efforts, competently guided, can 

hope to attain the mature and informed judgement needed to secure gainful employment, 

and to manage their lives, thereby serving not only their own interests but also the 

progress of society itself" (8).  This construction places some of the responsibility for 

education on the students, but it also reminds us what education serves: "the progress of 

society itself." 

 

Analysis 2: The Purpose of Education in National Security Crisis 

A Nation at Risk places high value on education in and out of classrooms.  The 

report refers to "The Learning Society," which it defines as "the commitment to a set of 

values and to a system of education that affords all members the opportunity to stretch 

their minds to full capacity, from early childhood through adulthood, learning more as the 

world itself changes" (13).  Moreover, the nation should be concerned with cultivating 

this kind of society in order to keep up with the demands of a changing world, ideas 

which influence how the document constructs education and sponsors (Brandt) specific 
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learning areas.  Unlike the previous documents I have analyzed, ANAR outlines a clear 

plan for high school curriculum and briefly extends to elementary and middles schools, 

suggesting that the "curriculum in the crucial eight grades leading to the high school 

years should be specifically designed to provide a sound base for study in those and later 

years" (26).  What the report sponsors about education significantly limits the kind of 

learning that would happen in schools that followed this plan. 

ANAR provides recommendations meant for state and local agencies to adopt that 

the federal government could then supplement (14, 32, 33), introducing a more specific 

plan for national educational standards, though Eisenhower hinted at this when he 

discussed education initiatives that could advance scientific study ("Radio and Television 

Address to the American People on 'Our Future Security'").  The recommendations are 

general, allowing for a variety of interpretations at the state level, including a possible 

approach to secondary curriculum that outlines how many semesters/years a subject 

should be studied: "(a) 4 years of English; (b) 3 years of mathematics; (c) 3 years of 

science; (d) 3 years of social studies; and (e) one-half year of computer science" 

(Abstract).  The report also outlines what learning objectives should be there for English, 

math, science, social studies, and computer science, though the it refers to these as 

"Implementing Recommendations," rather than as federal demands (25-26).  This plan 

gives priority to "Five New Basics," hierarchizing some academic fields over others, just 

as NDEA did with its funding of science, mathematics, foreign language study, and 

technology programs and ESEA did with its funding of dual enrollment and emphasis on 

technology projects.  These "basics," according to the report, are "the foundation of 
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success for the after-school years" (24), whether that be in the workforce or higher 

education. 

In addition to sponsoring specific areas of study and learning objectives, the 

report commodifies learning for its value to the nation's economic security.  The report 

claims that "[k]nowledge, learning, information, and skilled intelligence are the new raw 

materials of international commerce and are today spreading throughout the world as 

vigorously as miracle drugs, synthetic fertilizers, and blue jeans did earlier" (7).  This 

emphasizes human capital and reinforces the idea that it is American citizens who will 

keep the nation strong domestically and internationally.  ANAR even links education 

with specific marketable goods—drugs, fertilizer, and denim—and human capital is 

linked to specific knowledge: the "New Basics" of English, math, science, foreign 

language, and computer science while also supporting "students' personal, educational, 

and occupational goals, such as the fine and performing arts and vocational education" 

(24, 26).  These subjects and others are further commodified when the report ranks 

American student achievement against other nations: "International comparisons of 

student achievement, completed a decade ago, reveal that on 19 academic tests American 

students were never first or second, and in comparison with the other industrialized 

nations, were last seven times"38 (8).   

As I mentioned in the previous section, A Nation at Risk opens with the statement 

that "[t]his report is concerned with only one of the many causes and dimensions of the 

problem, but it is one that undergirds American prosperity, security, and civility" (5), 

which invests education with influence on national security and economic situations; 

                                                 
38 The report does not specify which nineteen subject tests American students were judged on, nor does it 

mention the seven tests American students scored last in. 
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however, the impact of national security and economics on education are also present in 

the sponsoring (Brandt) of national high school standards, which are promoted insofar as 

they are valuable to the maintenance and preservation of the nation.  Though not policy, 

ANAR sponsors education conversations about curriculum and introduces ideas about 

accountability and national standards for high school graduation.  The report also 

introduces the discourse strand of "excellence in education" (12) that becomes an 

indicator for standardized assessment in later education policy, though at this moment, 

"excellence" means the push toward life-long learning and "high-quality schooling" (13).  

The report highlights the need for a certain kind of basic curriculum that would meet the 

needs of America (needs defined by the dominant cultures of American national identity 

as well as business and military demands), and as I mentioned in my first analysis, these 

recommendations are presented as a solution to national security and economic concerns.  

To avoid the report's outlined curriculum is to "forfeit" American dominance or "accept" 

American decline (ANAR 36).  The report explains that future "workers, and new 

entrants into the workforce, will need further education and retraining if they—and we as 

a Nation—are to thrive and prosper" (13). 

 

Circulating Crisis: Responses to A Nation at Risk 

Looking back on the impact of the report, Maris Vinovskis considers the 

document a "clarion call for immediate action to improve our deteriorating school 

systems" an "alarmist picture of the crisis in American education, it rightly drew attention 

to the need for education improvements" (128).  Though Reagan did not set out to be an 

"education president," he became one as A Nation at Risk and larger public concerns 
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about educational standards were part of national conversations.  As I mentioned earlier, 

Reagan's initial response to the report acknowledged the report's findings about 

educational failings, but he ultimately pushed forward the party line.  He noted the 

continued decline of education, even with federal involvement, suggesting a futility to 

federal aid and initiatives, and he promoted the tax credits, vouchers, and school prayer 

elements that the Party had outlined in its 1980 Platform ("Remarks on Receiving the 

Final Report of the National Commission on Excellence in Education").  Reagan read and 

responded to the report, but his intention was to move forward with his early education 

agenda, which was complicated by the public awareness of the report and the existing 

crisis rhetoric about America's domestic and foreign failings outside of education. 

Education policy scholar Kevin Kosar notes that A Nation at Risk (1983) was far 

reaching because more than 100,000 copies were sent out in less than a month and major 

newspapers such as the New York Times and Washington Post as well as the Associated 

Press "seized upon the report" (16).  In Fiske's 1988 New York Times article I mentioned 

in the historical context section, he wrote that the report “unleashed forces that have yet 

to play themselves out[, and n]ot coincidentally, education promises to be an important 

domestic issues in the forthcoming Presidential election.”  The Washington Post ran an 

article that agreed with the importance of the conversations started by the report and its 

reach, suggesting the role the larger public could have in future education decisions, 

rather than limiting it to government officials: "Still, it's useful to have politicians talking 

these issues, if only because it helps to have the arguments aired all over the nation … 

Much of the country now apparently shares a view which only a few years ago was 

widespread in only some states: that our educational system isn't doing a good enough 
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job."  These favorable perspectives for federal involvement in education may have been 

shared by non-government officials, as evidenced in the two articles above, but that does 

not suggest that all stakeholders were supportive.  Two years after the report, the House 

Republican Research Committee published its report on the first 100 days, Ideas for 

Tomorrow, Choices for Today, in which they herald education as "an investment in a 

healthy democracy and growing economy," but criticize that "simply throwing money at 

the schoolhouse was not—and is not—the right approach to education" (20, 19).  

Although the national public consensus seems to be in favor of federal involvement in 

education, the Republican Party continued to push against the federal role—which in 

part, creates the stalemate that Cross referred to—but the convergence of crisis rhetoric 

and education continued to assert public interest in continued federal involvement in 

education funding.   

A year after A Nation at Risk, the Reagan Administration would pass education 

legislation: the Education for Economic Security Act (1984).  While the law provides an 

example of crisis rhetoric woven into federal education policy (the title links the purpose 

of education as related to economic security), the legislation provides funding for teacher 

training in mathematics and science, rather than funding for schools to develop general 

curriculum concerns of the documents I analyze in my project.  I mention the Act here, 

though, to showcase that while the Reagan Administration initially intended to decrease 

and limit federal involvement in education, this Act provides an example of the kind of 

concessions Reagan made concerning education, especially because of the public 

backlash about cuts to education in the face of national crises (Cross 92).  But even in this 
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instance, Reagan was unhappy with the law and did not fully support it.  Remarking on 

the legislation, he stated 

I want to make clear that my approval of H.R. 1310 does not indicate 

endorsement of the objectionable provisions of the bill.  Nor will I feel 

compelled to request funding at the excessive levels authorized by H.R. 

1310.  I believe, however, that the need to enhance the quality of science 

and mathematics instruction and to protect the rights of public school 

students to free speech, including religious speech, tips the balance in 

favor of approval.  ("Statement on Signing the Education for Economic 

Security Act") 

His critique lay in the cost of enacting the law and in the federal overreach he saw in the 

bill, but the tenor of national conversations about crisis and education created an 

environment into which this kind of legislation could be constructed.  Reagan even 

acknowledged the importance of education for maintaining the nation, in contrast to his 

revised/corrected statements when he responded to A Nation at Risk and avoided linking 

educational failings to a weakening economy: "Science, mathematics, and technology has 

special importance in this country.  Our economic and military strength, as well as our 

health and well-being, depends to a great extent on continuing developments in these 

areas" ("Statement on Signing the Education for Economic Security Act").   

The existing Executive narrative about economic and global crisis exists in the 

network for influence on education, and we see crisis rhetoric used in the text of A Nation 

at Risk, which had an increased public reach with its print run and coverage by major 

national news outlets.  The education discourse outside the federal government 
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challenged Reagan's early insistence that the federal government needed to cut back its 

spending in this area, and later, the Reagan Administration would shift its focus from 

cutting education funding.  In fact, Kosar refers to A Nation at Risk as "The April 

Surprise" because it did not align with the Party of Administration's goals, but it had such 

a wide reach and thus placed power over policy to the citizens and legislators who 

wanted to keep education at the forefront (13, 16).  While Reagan intended to roll back 

federal spending and oversight in education with the promise to return controls to state 

and local governments, "[i]ronically, Reagan ended up both expanding and legitimizing 

the federal role in schooling" (Kosar 1).   

Moreover, Fiske's article from a few months after the report quotes someone as 

saying "'The most antieducation President in our history has succeeded in making 

education an issue.'"  Furthermore, two years after the report, Gene I. Maeroff reported in 

The New York Times, "Even if the programs were to die, the Federal Government's 

impact on education has gone beyond financial aid into shaping current educational 

philosophy."  Maeroff is not entirely wrong, either; the House Republican Research 

Committee Report I mentioned earlier promoted federal aid tied to quantifiable and 

measurable goals, which we see develop in the final legislation I review in this chapter, 

where federal aid is tied to requirements about length of school days and school years as 

well as standardized testing (19).  Instead of limiting federal involvement, Congress 

continued to reauthorize ESEA through the 1980s, even with the looming threat of 

recession, because, as Cross notes, this report firmly placed education in the national 

narrative about federal government priorities because "it became clear that education was 

a subject of great interest to voters, one that national leaders could no longer ignore" (89).  
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After Reagan, the George Bush Administration would try to pass America 2000 (a 

precursor to the Clinton Administration's Goals 2000) to no avail, and President Bill 

Clinton would support an education platform that passed the last major shift in 20th 

century curriculum reform while engaging with continued economic and global crises. 
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Rising Economic Crisis and Global Conflicts: National Education Goals Emerge 

 

Our land reverberates with a battle cry of frustration that emanates from America's very 

soul—from the families in our bedrock neighborhoods, from the unsung, workaday 

heroes of the world's greatest democracy and economy.  America is on the wrong track.  

The American people are hurting.  The American Dream of expanding opportunity has 

faded.  Middle class families are working hard, playing by the rules, but still falling 

behind.  Poverty has exploded.  Our people are torn by divisions. 

--"1992 Democratic Party Platform" 

 

For years this nation was able to prosper using the old version [where people got jobs 

with only high school diplomas], and now that simply won’t work.  Those days are over.  

We need to raise the standards to essentially reinvent our educational system to fit this 

new economy. 

--Richard Riley, "Press Briefing by Secretary of Education Richard Riley and Deputy Assistant to the 

President for Domestic Policy William Galston" (1994) 

 

 

 

A Nation at Risk continued the circulation of crisis rhetoric and federal aid into 

education discourses, while also forwarding new discourse strands related to excellence 

and national curriculum goals, though no new federal aid legislation emerged during the 

1980s (the Elementary and Secondary Education Act was reauthorized through 1988).  At 

the close of the decade, George H.W. Bush, who had a "keen interest" in education 

(Cross 92), became President, though the Bush Administration was unable to push 

forward any new educational reform even with a variety of educational summits and an 

executive order that created the National Education Goals Panel (Cross 97).  Christopher 

Cross suggests that this could be the result of bad timing, for while Bush created the 

national goals panel, less than a month later, the Gulf War had erupted and occupied what 

remained of the administration's time (99).  In addition, Congress did not favor the Bush 

administration's eventual America 2000 legislation (which outlined national learning 

goals), and Republicans critiqued the expansion of the federal role in education while 
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Democrats criticized the push for national standards and testing (Cross 101).  National 

Goals did not emerge during this administration, and instead, Bill Clinton would pick up 

these ideas during his time as president. 

In addition, ANAR shifted national crises conversations toward economics, rather 

than issues of the Cold War (NDEA) or equity (ESEA) (Davies 283), though both of 

these discourse strands are entangled in later federal education discourse.  I would argue, 

though, that these economic concerns merge with national security narratives, particularly 

the preservation of the nation as imagined with economic prosperity.  This chapter's 

epigraph illustrates this shift, where anxiety about national dominance still remains, but 

in economic terms.  The first excerpt turns the economic situation violent; "[p]overty has 

exploded", and citizens have released "a battle cry of frustration."  The Democratic Party 

Platform furthers the war imagery, urging for a "revolution in government—to take 

power away from entrenched bureaucracies and narrow interests in Washington and put it 

back in the hands of ordinary people"39; the platform even goes so far as to name that 

year's election as "The Revolution of 1992."  The second excerpt engages with the 

economic concerns, but offers a solution to the economic and national crises: reform 

education once more. 

In this chapter, I analyze my final piece of 20th century federal education policy: 

Goals 2000: Educate America Act (1994).  The legislation was paired with a 

reauthorization of the ESEA, renamed to the Improving America's Schools Act (1994), 

and both were meant to establish a system of national goals for education (though these 

goals were intended to be voluntary).  As with my three previous data chapters, I have 

                                                 
39 Reagan also promised this in his State of the Union addresses. 
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sectioned the chapter into four parts: the historical crisis context, analysis of crisis in 

education, analysis of education's purpose in education, and how discourse strands in 

Goals circulated once the legislation passed.  In my first analysis, I examine how the 

document engages crisis rhetoric related to the historical context section, and my second 

analysis reviews how the policy sponsors its education agenda.  Cross contends that this 

final 20th century legislation, regardless of its circulation, marked a significant shift in 

education: for the first time, "the federal government was now firmly involved in the 

education program of what was happening in almost every district in the nation" (113). 

 

Establishing the Crisis Context: Global Conflicts, Recession, and Inflation 

Crisis rhetoric continues to be a part of the network of influence on federal 

education reform through the end of the 20th century with the reauthorization of the 

Elementary and Secondary Education Act, named the Improving America's Schools Act 

(1994), and the passing of Goals 2000: Educate America (1994).40  Again, economic and 

global conflicts exist in presidential rhetoric, thus constructing (and, arguably, 

preserving) a narrative of America-in-danger that comes from the Executive Branch and 

influences identity narratives (Stuckey, Dow), and like with the previous legislation I 

have discussed in the chapter, presidential addresses and news stories reinforce education 

as part of the solution to America's domestic and foreign problems; improved education 

can stave off the end of (American) civilization and provide America its absolute victory 

against an increasing complex web of (real and imagined) enemies.  Moreover, this 

                                                 
40 A lack of new K-12 curriculum education policy reform between the Elementary and Secondary 

Education Act (1965) and Goals 2000: Educate America Act (1994) does not indicate inactivity on the part 

of federal involvement in education, but instead accounts for the debates and controversies concerning the 

role of federal involvement in education (Cross). 
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victory begins to look like federally-endorsed educational goals, where previous 

legislation specifically allowed for the continued control at the state and local level.  

Education scholar Jesse Rhodes explains that the discussions about excellence in 

education did not necessarily equate to changes in state education programs or to 

school/student performance so by the late 1980s and early 1990s, the education 

discourses shifted toward national education goals, "a standards-based reform paradigm 

self-consciously designed to address these failures and strengthen education" (83). 

As the 1980s ended and George H. W. Bush completed his presidency before the 

election of Bill Clinton, two major international events occurred that shaped the 1990s: 

the countries that comprised the communist bloc opened up elections to other party 

nominees so that by the end of 1991 the Soviet Union was no longer; and between 1990-

1991, the world engaged in The Gulf War (Roper 239, 240).   In addition to these 

external events, America worried about an impending recession, which journalists Alan 

Murray and David Wessel linked to “The Mideast Conflict”:  

After nearly eight years of a growing economy, the confident consumers 

of the Reagan years have turned cautious and are slowing their purchases.  

The credit boom of the 1980s has given way to the credit squeeze of 1990.  

The auto and housing industries have long been weak.  In the past 12 

months, the economy has grown barely 1% … Add to that an increase in 

oil prices, and you have what many economists consider a sure recipe for 

recession. 

Less than a month later, The New York Times published an article that opened, “Whatever 

the statistics say, millions of Americans have concluded in recent weeks that the United 
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States is in a recession” (Uchitelle).  The author lists some of the same facts outlined by 

Murray and Wessel: unemployment, decreases in income, real estate fluctuations, and 

increased oil prices.  By the end of 1990, Americans felt the early impact of recession, 

but unlike previous recessions, economists linked it more closely to global conflict; the 

“fear of war” and “uncertainty” were causing consumers and businesses to spend less 

money (Frances).  The economic instabilities combined with global threats were a part of 

the 1992 election, and the Democratic Party wrote these into their platform while also 

linking these concerns to education. 

The “1992 Democratic Party Platform” showcases the crisis rhetoric at the 

beginning of the decade when it declared a necessary (bloodless) revolution in America 

politics: 

Our land reverberates with a battle cry of frustration that emanates 

from America’s very soul—from the families in our bedrock 

neighborhoods, from the unsung, workaday heroes of the world’s greatest 

democracy and economy.  America is on the wrong track … 

… Therefore we call for a revolution in government—to take 

power away from entrenched bureaucracies and narrow interests in 

Washington and put it back in the hands of ordinary people.  We vow to 

make government more decentralized, more flexible, and more 

accountable—to reform public institutions and replace public officials 

who aren’t leading with ones who will. 

The promise to remove bureaucracies and decentralize government does not sound 

altogether different from some of the promises of Reagan, nor does the opening about the 
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suffering of America’s people and the promise to put government back into their hands, 

but the platform “[rejects] both the do-nothing government of the last twelve years and 

the big government theory that says we can hamstring business and tax and spend our 

way to prosperity”41 while admonishing that “economic growth will not come without a 

national economic strategy to invest in people.” The investments cover a variety of 

possible interventions—the promise of a party platform, not an elected official—that 

include technological advancements, aid to cities, aid to agribusiness, affordable 

healthcare, and education.42  

The Platform also includes a section on “Preserving Our National Security,” 

which lists the variety of crises faced by the American people because of a failed 

previous administration that “managed, rather than prevented” crises; “wooed, rather than 

deterred” dictators; “rewarded, not challenged” human rights abusers; and “dulled, not 

honed” the economy.  The document does not frame the fall of communism as an 

indication that lax security measures can happen, instead that America needs “to make 

our future more secure and prosperous” by “[defining] a compelling vision for global 

leadership at the dawn of a new era.”  The threat to American civilization and democracy 

is not gone because the Soviet Bloc has fallen, instead the new crisis exists because new 

governments will need guidance as they move toward democracy.  The Platform 

established the Democratic Party’s macro concerns, which we see repeated in Clinton’s 

inaugural address to the American public.  He speaks to the existing economic crisis 

                                                 
41 While still “[believing] in free enterprise and the power of market forces.” 
42 The party’s outline for education illustrates a distinct shift in focus from the 1980 Republican Platform 

and includes several of the elements that fell flat in American 2000: the need for results through testing, 

90% graduation rate, establishing standards in “math, science and other core subjects.”  The platform does 

include elements familiar to the Reagan administration, however: vouchers for schools, the need for private 

sector involvement in education (especially re: funding). 
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when he explains “we inherit an economy that is still the world’s strongest but is 

weakened by business failures, stagnant wages, increasing inequality, and deep divisions 

among our own people.”  These are the concerns presented by the recession talk at the 

beginning of the 1990s.  He also mentions the global crises that present external threats to 

American identity: “The world economy, the world environment, the worlds AIDS crisis, 

the world arms race: they affect us all.”  As Clinton continued into his presidency, global 

tensions were a consistent part of his news conferences with discussions of America’s 

relationship with Russia, Cuba, Japan, Bosnia, Northern Ireland, Latin America, Haiti, 

and Israel (“The President’s New Conference 23 March 1993,” “The President’s New 

Conference 14 May 1993,” “The President’s New Conference 15 October 1993,” “The 

President’s New Conference 10 November 1993,” and “The President’s New Conference 

15 December 1993”). 

A month into his presidency, Clinton presented his economic plan to a joint 

session of Congress, where he outlined his solution to improve the nation and the lives of 

its citizens, and thus answer to the domestic and foreign threats presented by recession 

and global struggles: increasing jobs, establishing affordable healthcare, improving 

education, and reforming welfare programs.  Of import is that education has a place 

within the larger national concerns and is part of the plan to build a victorious America.  

He even admitted that “I want to push education reform, as I said, not just to spend more 

money but to really improve learning” (“Address Before a Joint Session of Congress on 

Administration Goals”).  Here we see the link between the crises and the possibilities for 

education to help alleviate the threats as part of the narrative about American victory in 

the face of national crisis.   
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In his 1994 State of the Union address, Clinton continued to address the economic 

and global concerns presented in the 1990s while elevating education to an important role 

because “if we’re honest we will all admit that this strategy [of helping developing 

democracies outside of America and improving the nation’s economy] still cannot work 

unless we give our people the education, training, and skills they need to seize the 

opportunities of tomorrow.”  To provide this education, Clinton introduced Goals 2000 as 

a means to “set tough, world-class standards for all our children and give our teachers and 

students the tools they need to meet them” that would continue American dominance at 

the beginning of the 21st century (all of the goals set the year 2000 as the deadline for 

assessment).  Two months later, Goals 2000 became law, working in tandem with the 

reauthorized ESEA renamed the Improving America’s Schools Act (1994) in order to 

provide federal aid to schools who would voluntarily adopt eight national education goals 

for "SCHOOL READINESS," "SCHOOL COMPLETION," "STUDENT 

ACHIEVEMENT AND CITIZENSHIP" (periodic testing for subject mastery), 

"TEACHER EDUCATION AND PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT," goals for math 

and science education, goals for "ADULT LITERACY AND LIFELONG," school safety 

related to drugs and alcohol, and increased parent involvement (capitalization in the 

original, Improving America's Schools Act, 6-9).  The legislation provided goals that are 

difficult to argue with: increasing graduation rates would seem like a good thing, for 

example.  However, these goals are also framed within the crises of the time.  Math and 

science are necessary goals because we need to be first in the world, and literacy is 

important insofar as it relates to economic competition and citizenship.  Furthermore, the 

third educational goal is directly tied to citizenship and students’ ability to participate in 
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the nation’s economy.  From within the context of economic and global crisis, Goals 

2000 provides an education framework that supports learning while also developing that 

learning as a product needed by the nation for both its economic prosperity and economic 

dominance. 

 

Analysis 1: More Economic and Global Concerns in Federal Education 

Goals 2000 responded to a changing international climate post-Soviet Russia and 

a variety of international conflicts, but the looming crisis was an economic one.  The text 

overtly engages with the crisis of recession and global conflict presented in Clinton’s 

speeches about the importance of education for the nation’s development and global 

competitiveness, reflecting the idea that when a document emerges influences what 

discourse strands end up in the text (Blommaert, Foucault).  In this way, we see Clinton’s 

assertion that improving the nation starts with improving the education of its citizens by 

“[raising] the standards to essentially reinvent our educational system to fit this new 

economy” [in the policy's summary mentioned as the “voluntary national system of skill 

standards and certificates”] (“Press Briefing by Secretary of Education Richard Riley and 

Deputy Assistant to the President for Domestic Policy William Galston”).   

In addition to economic crisis, the policy pulls forward the ideas about access 

used in ESEA with the use of "equitable educational opportunities," so the policy 

entangles several of the themes I have outlined in the previous federal documents.  The 

stated purpose of the act mentions a need to "[promote] coherent, nationwide, systemic 

education reform" (Sec. 2.1) that also allowed for "the establishment of high-quality, 

internationally competitive opportunity-to-learn standards that all States, local 
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educational agencies, and schools should achieve" (Sec. 2.6.C).  That the legislation 

seeks "internationally competitive" standards reflects the terms of economic and global 

conflict, where American dominance has come into question (as related by Clinton's 

crisis rhetoric).  What the federal government sponsors with Goals involves elements 

meant to ensure national security in economic terms. 

For my first analysis of the connections between national security and education, I 

return to three crisis keywords entangled in previous federal documents: defense, 

economy/economic, and compete/competitive(ness).  The policy uses defense three times 

to refer to the Department of Defense: 

Defense "EX OFFICIO MEMBERS … the Director of Research for the 

Department of Defense" (Sec. 921.j.1) 

 

"In promoting coordination and collaboration on research and 

development on issues related to postsecondary education, literacy, 

libraries, and lifelong learning, the Institute shall, as appropriate, 

seek the involvement of … the Department of Defense" (Sec. 

931.h.3.k) 

 

"through cooperative agreement, review for possible inclusion in 

the system educational programs administered by … [the 

Department of] Defense" (Sec. 941.c.3) 

 

Though Goals 2000 uses defense within the text, this needs further context because the 

term is never used to refer to defending national security.  Instead, it shows up each time 

to name the Department of Defense as one of the agencies involved in helping make 

education decisions.  The first use establishes the Director of Research for the 

Department of Defense as a non-voting member of the National Educational Research 

Policy and Priorities Board.   The second and third uses set up a relationship between the 

Department of Education and the Department of Defense, where the Department of 
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Defense could be a voice in the development of public education.  We can infer that its 

inclusion as an interested party indicates a connection between curriculum development 

and national security, where the federal government's sponsorship of education extends 

outside the Department of Education.  I have included it here not because the document 

engages national security like NDEA or ANAR, but because it documents 

institutionalized connections between education and national security by involving the 

Department. 

The second term, economy/economic43, frames the education reform for its value 

in economic security.  The term is used twice in the section that outlines the overall 

national education goals, where educational components are tied to the success of the 

nation's economy, and in other sections that promote economic security through 

improvement and international education (the fourth example listed): 

Economy/economic "By the year 2000, all students will leave grades 4, 8, and 12 

having demonstrated competency … so they may be prepared 

for responsible citizenship, further learning, and productive 

employment in our Nation's modern economy" (Sec. 102.3) 

 

"By the year 200, every adult American will be literate and 

will posses the knowledge and skills necessary to compete in 

a global economy …" (Sec. 102.6) 

 

"It is the purpose of this title to establish a National Skill 

Standards Board to serve as a catalyst in stimulating the 

development and adoption of a voluntary national system of 

skill standards and of assessment and certification … that 

will result in increased productivity, economic growth, and 

American economic competitiveness …" (Sec. 502.2). 

 

"provide support for … effective participation in and the 

preservation and improvement of an efficient market 

economy" (Sec. 601.c.1.A.v.II; Sec. 601.c.3.A.vi.II; Sec. 

601.c.3.B.vi.II) (international ed) 

                                                 
43 The policy uses the term economics, but in this case, the text refers to the subject of study, not the 

economic crisis. 
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"The need to improve our economic productivity of the 

United States to meet the competitive challenges of a new, 

international economy …" (Sec. 931.h.1.B) 

 

As federal and public concerns about recession and unemployment increase, we see the 

use of economy/economic in both ANAR and Goals, where this was not part of the 

anxieties surrounding NDEA or ESEA, which both do not use the term as it relates to the 

nation's financial situation (NDEA uses the word once, but as a subject of study).  These 

examples above demonstrate, too, how ANAR shifted education discourses toward 

economic concerns that continued to circulate into Goals.  Each of these instances refers 

to a way that America can improve its economic status through education, both domestic 

and international.  On the one hand, the policy presents education as a way to create 

"responsible" citizens, and on the other, the policy outlines how American economic 

policy can move into international education programs (the fourth examples).  Here, the 

education reform is both for citizens and for other countries, all in the name of preserving 

and maintaining American dominance. 

The final terms, compete/competitive(ness), reflect the existing crisis rhetoric, 

pairing the words with an economic concern in each of the instances: 

Compete/Competitive(ness) "By the year 2000, every adult American will be 

literate and will posses the knowledge and skills 

necessary to compete in a global economy …" (Sec. 

102.6) 

 

"It is the purpose of this title to establish a National 

Skill Standards Board to serve as a catalyst in 

stimulating the development and adoption of a 

voluntary national system of skill standards and of 

assessment and certification … that will result in 

increased productivity, economic growth, and 

American economic competitiveness …" (Sec. 502.2). 
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"The need to improve our economic productivity of the 

United States to meet the competitive challenges of a 

new, international economy …" (Sec. 931.h.1.B) 

 

Just as ANAR used these terms to reflect an economic competition, Goals pairs the same 

ideas in each of the examples above.  The inclusion of compete and competitive(ness) 

establishes an economic antagonism between The United States and other countries, 

which extends international security concerns to not just warfare but market dominance, 

something that would increase in importance as the 20th century closed.  Neither NDEA 

nor ESEA uses the keywords in the text, which supports my argument about the 

connections between specific crisis and the development of education reform. Without 

the (global) market concerns presented during the Reagan and Clinton Administrations, 

NDEA and ESEA would not engage with these elements. On the other hand, A Nation at 

Risk and Goals 2000 both include terms directly tied production, including the production 

of people viable to the nation.  Goals 2000 mentions variations of the phrase 

“internationally competitive” curriculum, which is not surprising given the policy’s focus 

on explaining the new voluntary national educational goals. Another two uses of the term 

relate to the global market with the use of “competitive challenges of a new, international 

economy" and “American economic competitiveness,” phrasing that connects the 

purpose of these education reforms to the crisis of America's global economic position 

and prosperity.  The terms show up 42% of the time in reference to schools competing for 

grants, a system that puts a market logic into education.  The existing crisis context is 

evident in Goals 2000, with fewer references to specific global conflicts and a larger 

emphasis on economic security. 
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Analysis 2: The Purpose of Education in Economic Crisis 

The "1992 Democratic Party Platform" declared that "the American people should 

recognize education as the core of our economy, democracy and society."  Just as A 

Nation at Risk had done, Goals offers education as a major pillar of American society, so 

the policy sponsors (Brandt) subject area literacies that preserve and maintain the nation 

in economic terms.  In an example I referred to above, the policy outlined "[t]he need to 

improve our economic productivity of the United States to meet the competitive 

challenges of a new, international economy ... [which in turn] now demands more and 

higher quality programs of learning and training in the American workplace" (Sec. 

931.h.1.B).  To address the anxieties about economic security, the policy offers a 

voluntary national goals program made of eight goals across several areas of education: 

 

1. School Readiness: "By the year 2000, all children in America will start 

school read to learn" (Sec. 102.1) 

2. School Completion: "By the year 2000, the high school graduation rate 

will increase to at least 90 percent" (Sec. 102.2) 

3. Student Achievement and Citizenship: "By the year 2000, all students will 

leave grades 4, 8, and 12 having demonstrated competency over 

challenging subject matter … and every school in America will ensure that 

all students learn to use their minds well, so they may be prepared for 

responsible citizenship … (Sec. 102.3). 

4. Teacher Education and Professional Development: "By the year 2000, the 

Nation's teaching force will have access to programs for the continued 

improvement of their professional skills and the opportunity to acquire the 

knowledge and skills needed to instruct and prepare all American students 

for the next century" (Sec. 102.4) 

5. Mathematics and Science: "By the year 2000, United States students will 

be first in the world in mathematics and science achievement" (Sec. 

102.5). 

6. Adult Literacy and Lifelong Learning: "By the year 2000, every adult 

American will be literate and will possess the knowledge and skills 

necessary to compete in a global economy and exercise the rights and 

responsibilities of citizenship" (Sec. 102.6). 
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7. Safe, Disciplined, and Alcohol- and Drug-Free Schools: "By the year 

2000, every school in the United States will be free of drugs, violence, and 

the unauthorized presence of firearms and alcohol … (Sec.102.7) 

8. Parental Participation: "By the year 2000, every school will promote 

partnerships that will increase parental involvement and participation in 

promoting the social, emotional, and academic growth of children" (Sec. 

102.8) 

 

The policy expands each of these goals further and provides detailed objectives about 

how each of these goals will be met, but what I want to focus on with the above list are 

the many areas affected by the legislation, areas that include curriculum (Goals 3 and 5), 

teacher training (Goal 4), cultural beliefs about education (Goals 1, 6, and 8), and the 

learning environment (Goal 7).  With this policy, the federal government sponsors not 

only what subjects can be taught, but how students learn them through assessment 

requirements and expectations about teacher professional development.  The policy's 

construction of education reads as rather ideal and impossible (and Cross notes that 

political tensions stalled the act [114-115]), but the text did serve to institutionalize the 

slow shift toward federally-mandated curriculum (the reality of which we saw with No 

Child Left Behind). 

Like NDEA, ESEA, and ANAR before it, Goals includes references to subjects of 

study, but unlike the previous federal interventions, Goals expands the options, albeit as a 

voluntary program that did not go very far: "English, mathematics, science, foreign 

languages, civics and government, economics, arts, history, and geography" (Sec. 102.3. 

A).  In a later section, the policy repeats this list and adds "science (including physics)," 

(Sec. 306.c).  These curriculum expectations are also required if a state or local education 

agency wants to receive any of the federal aid (Sec. 306.a), again funding particular areas 

of study and ensuring they are taught to students and become entrenched as necessary for 
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literacy and citizenship.  Aptly enough, the section that first lists the subjects is titled 

"STUDENT ACHIEVEMENT AND CITIZENSHIP" (Sec 102 3.A), also hierarchizing 

these subject areas over others.  This constructed curriculum reflects the "critical needs" 

of the nation, a phrasing I pull from NDEA that refers to the federal aid as a means to 

meet "critical national needs" for the security and defense of the nation.  In this case, the 

national goals and the suggestions for subject areas are critical to continued productivity 

of the economy. 

 

Circulating Crisis: Responses to the Elementary and Secondary Education Act 

In the case of Goals 2000, the legislation was constructed by the shared interests 

of the Executive Branch, elected officials, and citizens, where there is not the same 

tension between an administration that wants to reduce federal spending and controls 

(like that of Eisenhower and Reagan) with a public who wants increased federal 

involvement in times of national security crises.  Richard Riley, then Secretary of 

Education, spoke to the importance of education for the Clinton Administration in order 

"to get beyond the crisis of education that we've talked and talked about to [get to] the 

solution." He referred to bipartisan support for the bill that passed the House "with the 

support of 57 Republicans," suggesting, to him at least, how important education reform 

was across party lines and citizen interests.  More than a month after Riley's press 

conference, Clinton issued "Proclamation 6658—Education Sharing Day, U.S.A., 1994" 

that reinforces the priority of education for the federal government, too: "America's 

success in the years to come requires a national commitment to providing excellence in 

education."  The crisis here is one for education (the text refers to providing educational 
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access to all citizens), but it is also related to the preservation of the state; Clinton ties 

"America's success" and education, establishing a causal relationship between 

educational standards and the maintenance and preservation of the state, and without 

education, the nation will fall.  Education discourse engaged both the national crises of 

economics and global conflicts as well as educational failings and thus united 

stakeholders so that by the time Goals 2000 passed, education reform was framed as a 

way "to essentially reinvent our educational system to fit this new economy [led by 

business needs and global markets]" but still allow states' their own control with the 

national goals conversation meant to be "like the North Star as a real goal" that they can 

choose to meet however they want (Riley).  

While national support for Goals 2000 existed, critics questioned the legislation's 

effectiveness and the kind of federal oversight made possible with even voluntary 

national goals.  A year after the legislation passed, education activist Diane Ravitch noted 

that "the complex mechanism put in place by the law is unlikely to create anything but 

federal interference and another layer of bureaucracy" before suggesting "Goals 2000 

should be fixed … into truly bipartisan legislation that has a reasonable chance of 

achieving real academic standards without inappropriate federal meddling."  She echoes 

concerns of federal oversight, like those of previous decades, but she promotes the idea of 

academic standards being a much-needed education conversation that needs to happen at 

the federal level (given her suggestion that is needs bipartisan, and thus political, 

support).  A few months later, Mark Pitsch wrote "Goals 2000 Fails to Gain Firm 

Foothold," examining the conflicting reactions to the legislation and observing its 

ineffectiveness to do everything the Clinton Administration wanted for education.  He 
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records that "[d]espite federal officials' emphasis on state and local reforms, the program 

at the heart of the Administration's education agenda has become a battleground in the 

war over the federal role in education."  Many states did sign on to the initiative, 

however, and Pitsch records that along with state educational shifts started by the George 

W.H. Bush Administration's failed American 2000 initiatives,44 "47 states are on board, 

two others have declared an intention to apply, and dozens of school districts are already 

using money provided under the law" even if politicians and the public had not been 

totally convinced.  While Goals 2000 did not roll out blanket changes to state and local 

education agencies, it did circulate ideas about national standards, achievement testing, 

and an increasing role for the federal government in education as a solution to domestic 

and foreign crises outside of educational settings.  In fact, education historian Jesse 

Rhodes notes the role the Clinton Administration's education policy had on expanding 

federal reach, even before No Child Left Behind (2001) and the work of the Obama 

Administration (97).  

 

  

                                                 
44 A lack of new K-12 curriculum education policy reform between the Elementary and Secondary 

Education Act (1965) and Goals 2000: Educate America Act (1994) does not indicate inactivity on the part 

of federal involvement in education, but instead accounts for the debates and controversies concerning the 

role of federal involvement in education (Cross).  Even without new areas in general federal curriculum 

involvement, the federal government reauthorized ESEA, and in 1992, the Bush Administration attempted 

to pass America 2000, a federally-supported initiative to establish national standards across six goals: 1) 

every student starts school ready to learn; 2) high school graduation rates should reach or exceed 90%; 3) 

every student will be proficient in areas of English, math, science, history, and geography; 4) American 

schools will rank first in math and science; 5) every adult will be literate and able to compete in a global 

society; and 6) all schools will be free of drugs and violence. 
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This is the Way the World Ends—not with a Bang, but Failed Education  

  

Never waste a crisis … These growing trends in immigration, along with increased ease 

of global mobility and communication, have indisputably led to even greater diversity in 

America.  This has translated into a dramatically changing and diverse student 

population, and the resulting challenges are deeply reflected in the present crisis in U.S. 

schools.  How the country chooses to address this crisis will dictate disaster or valuable 

opportunity.  

--Tamara Zúñiga-Brown, "Minds on Minds: Education and National Security" (2011), pp. 353  

  

Educational failure puts the United States’ future economic prosperity, global position, 

and physical safety at risk.   Leaving large swaths of the population underprepared also 

threatens to divide Americans and undermine the country’s cohesion, confidence, and 

ability to serve as a global leader.   

-- Council on Foreign Relations, U.S. Education Reform and National Security (2012), pp. 4  

  

The educational system simply stopped working.  It aged, declined, and broke.  And now 

the nation has a mess on its hands.  But there's good news, too.  As Michelle Rhee's 

group, StudentsFirst, declares: Americans can "work together to fix this broken 

system."/ All it takes it the courage to rip it apart.  This is how the argument goes, again 

and again.  The system used to work, but now it doesn't.  And though nobody inside 

schools seems to care, innovators outside the establishment have developed simple 

solutions.  The system can be rebuilt, reformers argue.  But first it must be torn down.  

--Jack Schnieder, "America's Not-So-Broken Education System" (2016)  

 

 

 

Education provides a way to even the playing field, so to speak, allowing for 

anyone with drive and perseverance to succeed no matter what the situations of 

birth.  Furthermore, education carries cultural importance for the ways in which it creates 

an informed citizenry who can actively participate in democracy—an idea that spans 

several decades into the disciplines of education, philosophy, and Rhetoric and 

Composition.  Across years and contexts, we see the belief in education’s ability to 

improve people, across socioeconomic environments, which is complicated when issues 

of crisis and national security are woven into the mix.  This chapter’s epigraph illustrates 

how, even into the 21st century, crisis and education continue to entangle in discourse 
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outside of education and more specifically how crisis seems to be a useful rhetorical 

strategy for promoting educational change.  In these presentations, education has value 

for the way it preserves American identities and global and economic prosperity.  

Although the federal documents I analyzed ultimately push forward reform or 

ideas about needed changes that many would see as positive (it is hard to argue against a 

bill that increases funding to under-funded, rural schools when education provides 

opportunity), I want to emphasize even these positive changes are rooted in anxiety and 

threats against national security, even insofar as it becomes necessary to reposition 

federal documents through anxiety and threat to guarantee their passing.  First, the 

contexts around these federal documents use similar discourse strands to link education to 

domestic and international issues of national security.  A failing education system affects 

American military, scientific, and economic dominance.  Sputnik launches, and education 

is tied to “technical skills” needed from citizens.  The Civil Rights Act and racial 

violence in the South challenge notions of democracy and access, and education is tied to 

overcoming income inequalities.  A recession strikes, and education is tied to the nation’s 

accomplishment and well-being.  Recession continues along with various global 

conflicts, and education is tied to international competitiveness.  A failing education 

system affects not only the technological dominance of the nation, but its labor market 

and thus the economy.  

As I have demonstrated in my project, I have seen a pattern of threat and anxiety 

attached to federal and larger public conversations about K-12 education, and not just in 

post-9/11 conversations.  The documents offer education as a solution to threats to the 

nation.  Although only two of the documents I have selected directly deal with crisis in 
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the title, the content of all the reform engages with crisis through direct references to 

foreign and domestic national security concerns: national defense, economic prosperity, 

and international dominance.  Even where crisis is not part of the title, the text of the 

federal reform reveals attachments to a possible crisis that threatens the end of American 

power and dominance. Though the wording of more recent education policy 

reform used less militarized language—No Child Left Behind (2001) and Every Student 

Succeeds Act (2015)—the reforms continue to frame education not just as a space for 

equality and democracy, but as a space where education becomes weaponized, where 

math, science, and English are subjects meant to create citizens able to secure and defend 

(an idealized version of) America.  Education reform is not just tied to making a better 

tomorrow, but is attached to a crisis that threatens the end of American power and 

dominance.  To that end, I offer that the emergence of education reform in crisis 

is necessary for our understanding of the network of influences on our own pedagogic 

practices.   What we teach, how we teach, and even who we teach are connected to these 

crises moments. 

In “The Surprising History of Educational Policy 1950-2010,” Douglas Mitchell 

sets forth a theory for policy development that is not unlike Carter A. Wilson’s policy 

regimes framework: Mitchell argues that “shock and awe” sociocultural changes paved 

the way for education reforms, both for curriculum and access, though he discusses 

important moments that pushed forward shifts in ideology: Brown v. Board, the launch of 

Sputnik, and the unionization of teachers (4).  I have argued that the federal documents 

not only create an educational environment meant to maintain and preserve national 

security through a particular course of study, the documents are a response to a foreign or 
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domestic crisis.  NDEA specifies particular fields of study, ESEA expands educational 

opportunities to low-income areas while also supporting specific subjects, A Nation at 

Risk specifically looks at education’s struggles while recommending national curriculum 

goals, and Goals 2000 includes these previous conversations and adds its own: 

standardization and assessment, though voluntary.  These examples affirm Jesse Rhodes’ 

assertion that education policy is linked across decades; the documents use consistent 

language about crisis and the purpose of reform in the service of a national 

agenda.  Across contexts, the federal interventions emphasize human capital, that it is the 

citizens of America who will keep the nation strong domestically and internationally, and 

this human capital is linked to specific knowledge sets outlined with discussions of 

curriculum.  Key is that across these documents, the education reform and the documents 

themselves are linked to issues of national security.  Though the documents do not all use 

national defense/security in the texts themselves, we can see the influence a particular 

crisis has on the wording and development of education’s role in addressing the current 

crisis.  The rhetorical link between education and crisis adds another, much more violent, 

dimension to the promises of education, promises not to the learners involved but to the 

corporate, military, and political powers-that-be: control their education, enjoy the 

benefits of a trained citizenry.    

 

Public K-12 Reform in Real-Time: The Curious Case of a New Administration 

As I completed this dissertation, a new, Republican-majority administration took 

over, ushering in a new pick for Secretary of Education and a new set of educational aims 

focused on school choice.  In the Obama Administration, education was second on a list 
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of "Top Issues" for the government, while the current administration has no mention of 

education in its "Top Issues," instead listing energy, foreign policy, law enforcement, 

military strength, and a promise of "America First" (The White House).  During the 

Obama Administration, major federal shifts in education policy occurred, which is not 

surprising given its priority as an "Issue" alongside foreign policy and economic plans: 

Race to the Top launched to provided competitive grants to those schools that "trail-blaze 

effective reforms and provide examples for states and local education agencies 

throughout the country to follow" ("Race to the Top Fund"), and No Child Left Behind 

was revised into the Every Student Succeeds Act (2015) which emphasized college and 

career readiness, "reflect[ing] many of the priorities of this administration" ("Every 

Student Succeeds Act [ESSA]").  When education is framed as a priority (an "issue") for 

an administration, the federal government becomes one of the dominant external factors 

to what and how policy develops—what economic, cultural, and social concerns exist for 

the institution to transmit to how education is discussed, what gets to circulate (the 

symbolic control).  The Obama Administration had several education initiatives, 

including policy tied to school lunches, so we saw a proportionate amount of federal 

interventions.  On the other hand, the new administration has not included education as 

an "issue" or top priority on the White House website and has remained relatively silent 

about it, excepting one area: school choice.   

In these shifts in power and (possible) changes, we can see the beginning of 

Wilson's framework in shifts in recorded federal interests in education, though whether 

this will result in education policy changes is uncertain, and we see policy changes in 

other areas that could reflect the policy regime change framework.  With the campaign 
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slogan of "Make America Great Again," the president engaged with the idea that 

somehow America was failing, a stressor for the nation if ever there were, and he pointed 

to jobs shipped overseas, working-class family problems, and national security 

weaknesses (Campaign for Donald J. Trump, Inc., Donald J. Trump).  He turned to the 

stressors of terrorism, decreased economic opportunity, increased LGBTQ+ rights and 

the "discrimination" of Christians, and his own host of boldly-spoken alternative facts, 

supported by those closest to him.  He challenged the policies of the Obama 

Administration and offered his more favorable alternative to "Make American Great 

Again," allowing for the paradigm shift that would push forward the legitimation crisis 

that caused people to "lose confidence in the old regime"--because Obamacare had failed, 

equal rights had failed by forcing people to go against their religious beliefs, and 

regulation had failed because small businesses struggled to keep up with federal law 

(statements often found on social media in his own tweets or in someone's social media 

share) (Ball).    

The media made these narratives more visible to the public, but the public, too, 

could choose what media they wanted to make visible for themselves—including the 

network (Fox News, CNN, BBC) as well as the medium (in print, on television, online) 

and its levels of accuracy and bias (with click bait and fake news websites being 

options).  In the maelstrom of these stressors, the paradigm shift against a left-leaning 

administration, and the legitimation crisis (why else would we need to be made great 

again?), we had a power shift in the 2016 election, when the current president won the 

electoral college vote and the Republicans had the majority in Congress.  Now policies 

could change, and since the inauguration, we have seen executive orders to repeal the 
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Affordable Care Act, ban travel from certain Muslim-majority countries, and suspend the 

refugee plans—to say nothing of where education has gone or will go.  The current 

administration offers a real-time enactment of Wilson's policy regimes framework that 

not only directs our attention to the network of influences on policy but to the reasons for 

the change, and this sequence begins in times of crisis.  

Even in this administration change, crisis rhetoric impacts policy reform.  For 

example, the current administration's now-deleted campaign website page tells us that 

"our students perform near the bottom of the pack for major large advanced countries" 

(no citation provided) and they "continue to lag behind our peers worldwide in 

knowledge gained" (citation: American Federation for Children Growth 

Fund7).  Situating American student progress against other nations reflects American 

exceptionalism—how is it possible that other countries could be better than America if 

we are supposed to be so amazing?  Students are at "the bottom of the pack" and "lag 

behind," expressions that focus on global competition and America's lack of place, rather 

than its dominance.  If America is to compete with "major large advanced countries," it 

cannot continue to fail.   Second, the administration has presented a solution that refuses 

to compromise and looks toward an absolute victory (of American dominance in global 

markets) by way of school choice.  The campaign website contended that "school choice 

is vital to reverse inequalities in education and failing government schools in Democrat-

controlled inner cities."  The campaign even used school choice to knock then-opponent 

Hillary Clinton because she "opposes school choice, furthering education inequities in 

America and denying low-income African-American and Latino children the future they 

deserve."  The president's proclamation for National School Choice Week also 
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favors school choice (and no other reforms) because "the education of our young people 

is so important."  The proclamation continues that "[b]y expanding school choice and 

providing more educational opportunities for every American family, we can make sure 

that every child has an equal shot at achieving the American Dream."  Even without 

established policy—H.R. 610, which outlines school choice possibilities, still sits in 

committee almost six months later—the administration's published texts about education 

show us the network of influences and role that crisis rhetoric has in developing 

education reform.  

Although the current administration does not publicly offer much about its 

interest in education or its future, we can already see the importance that school choice 

has in emerging federal conversations about education policy.  A search for "education" 

on the White House official website, as of July, generates 238 results, for which the 

administration has stories related to executive orders meant to end federal involvement in 

education (under the guise of giving power back to states), repealing an aspect of the 

recently passed Every Student Succeeds Act (2015)45, the announcement of National 

School Choice Week,46 and announcements about appointments to the Department of 

Education, while the remaining search links either provide information about previous 

administration's efforts with education or list the word "education" in reference to 

someone's résumé.  Although we find no clear education policy statements from the 

                                                 
45 The administration reported in House Joint Resolution 57 that they would repeal the "requirements for 

how States must implement the statutory provisions that require States to have an accountability system 

based on multiple measures, including school quality or student success, to ensure that States and districts 

focus on improving outcomes and measuring student progress" ("Statement of Administration Policy, 7 

February 2017").  The goal here was to avoid placing "additional burden on States" to implement education 

programs.  
46 The proclamation names the week of 22-28 January 2017 "National School Choice Week" which 

promises that school choice "can truly make a great education possible for every child in America."  
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administration on the official White House website, the current president's campaign 

website at one point included a section for "Education"47  where his "vision" for education 

included increased school choice options and federal spending to make that happen ($20 

billion, to be exact) as well as concerns about accessibility to higher education (trade 

schools, colleges, and universities).  The "Key Issues" listed on the website involved 

school spending per student (four of seven bullet points) and performance on tests 

nationally (paired with a call for school choice) in comparison to other nations (three of 

four bullet points).  The list claimed "[s]chool choice is the civil rights issue of our 

time."48  Though now deleted, the campaign website provided a clearer picture of 

intended education policy plans centered on the fiscal and social importance of school 

choice.  

School choice has also emerged in new federal policy discourse with an aptly 

titled section Choices in Education Act of 2017, though currently as a drafted, unedited 

bill in the House Committee on Workforce and Education.  Three days after the 

inauguration, Representative Steve King (R-Iowa) introduced the bill and picked up co-

sponsors in Andy Harris (R-Maryland), Trent Franks (R-Arizona), and Pete Olsen (R-

Texas) who later joined on 30 January 2017—which illustrates the continued influence of 

agents outside of education.  The bill introduces legislation that will "distribute Federal 

                                                 
47 The campaign website has since been revamped, and nothing about political issues or policies 

remains.  Instead, the website exists as a hub for signing up for newsletters, finding pro-administration 

news stories, and purchasing “Make America Great Again” paraphernalia (hats, buttons, stickers, t-

shirts!).  You can also take a “Media Accountability Survey” about how much you trust news media 

outlets, whether they are doing a disservice to the current administration, and whether Republicans should 

hold media accountable for its facts.  
48 The President used an almost identical sentence in the 28 February 2017 "Address to the Joint Session of 

Congress" (his first): "In fact, our children will grow up in a nation of miracles.  But to achieve this future, 

we must enrich the mind, and the souls, of every American child.  Education is the civil rights issue of our 

time."  His variation replaced "school choice" with "education," which echoes statements from both the 

Obama and W administrations (National Public Radio). 
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funds for elementary and secondary education in the form of vouchers for eligible 

students and to repeal a certain rule relating to nutrition standards in schools."  To create 

voucher funds, the bill promises to repeal the Elementary and Secondary Education Act 

(ESEA), which is important to note here because ESEA has been reauthorized across 

several administrations since its inception in 1965 and it also carries several anti-

discrimination elements (ethnic, socioeconomic, disability) along with it; a total repeal of 

ESEA would void those anti-discriminatory regulations attached to federal 

funds.  Furthermore, the demands on states receiving federal funds are narrowed to only 

acceptance of school choice options with no demands about antidiscrimination efforts—

which is a complete erasure of existing federal protections in favor of state 

control.49 The same section that repeals ESEA limits the Secretary of Education's role as 

one who deals with applications for funds but "shall not impose any further requirements 

on States with respect to elementary and secondary education beyond the requirements of 

this title."  The bill requires states do two things: 1) they must complete an application for 

the program, and 2) states that receive money have to "make it lawful" for people to 

decide what public, private, or home-school situation children can enroll in.    

The bill, though not yet policy, reflects an administrative shift away from 

education as a priority "issue" (given its absence on the White House website as well as 

its removal from the president's campaign website) as well as a shift toward decreased 

federal involvement in education, in keeping with this administration's "[commitment] to 

                                                 
49 As I write this sentence, the current administration is providing us an example of how turning all 

decisions over to states can be problematic.  They are set to remove transgender student protections 

established by the Obama Administration in a move tied to "states' rights" (Peters, et al.).  By removing 

federal protections, states will be able to make their own governing decisions about protections, which does 

not necessarily bode well in majority conservative states working to limit LGBTQ+ access.  
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local control of education" ("Statement of Administration Policy, 7 February 

2017").  With such gravitas brought to school choice--the campaign promise to put $20 

billion toward supporting it, the claim that it is "the civil rights issue of our time," and the 

introduction of a school-choice bill (even before the confirmation of a new Secretary of 

Education)--we see the symbolic control presented by school choice and the beginnings 

for where the new administration will take education discourse and how it might circulate 

to states and schools that want/need federal funds to add to their budgets and to parents 

and children looking for better educational opportunities they may not find if limited to 

an area with under-funded and under-performing schools.   

In addition to elected political officials, we see an influence on education from 

outside the field with the recent confirmation of Betsy DeVos as Secretary of Education.  

DeVos, a proponent of school choice, has never taught in schools, but she spent two 

decades promoting the school voucher system in Michigan—she has been involved in 

education not to teach, but to restructure it ("What Will Betsy DeVos' Focus on School 

Choice Mean for Public Education?").  Moreover, DeVos is referred to as "a Michigan 

billionaire and conservative activist" (Strauss), to say nothing of her religious interests in 

education.  While she has said little about the issues, Kristina Rizga of Mother 

Jones pointed out that Devos’ and her husband's charitable giving has emphasized 

"funding Christian schools, evangelical missions, and conservative, free-market think 

tanks like the Action Institute and Mackinac Center that want to shrink the public sector 

in every sphere, including education."  

The current administration's presentation of education emphasizes “school 

choice,” a reform that returns to American education with more prominence.  The new 
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administration defines school choice for constituents—for the students and parents who 

might see this as an "educational opportunity" (Trump), for state governments who may 

see it as a return to "local control of education," and for the federal government that 

presents it as a way to "nullify unnecessary regulations" ("Statement of Administration 

Policy, 7 February 2017").  School choice is not a favorable option among all 

demographics, especially public school teachers (Hudson), and so DeVos' appointment 

did not come without problems, with journalist Valerie Strauss writing that her selection 

"has caused great consternation in parts of the education world" before detailing two 

scenarios of education under DeVos (one "represents catastrophic thinking" and one "a 

more realistic projection").  Even DeVos' nomination and confirmation were 

contentious.  Her nomination cleared with a 12-11 Senate vote in her favor (Spangler), 

and the vote for her confirmation landed in a tie (a first for a Cabinet nominee) that had to 

be broken by the vice president's vote (Huetteman and Alcindor).  Though DeVos will 

occupy a position within the Cabinet, it is unclear in exactly what way federal initiatives 

will impact education discourses or even how much authority she will have.50  In fact, as I 

wrote my dissertation, Republican Kentucky Representative Thomas Massie introduced a 

bill, signed by seven other Republican representatives, to eliminate the Department of 

Education altogether by 31 December 2018 (Marcos).  

Although "school choice" takes on a different meaning outside of the current 

administration, we see how the idea circulates the symbolic control of the emerging 

                                                 
50 According to Peters et al.'s article about transgender students' rights being removed, "Ms. Devos initially 

resisted signing off on the order and told President Trump that she was uncomfortable with it" but Attorney 

General "Mr. Sessions, who strongly opposes expanding gay, lesbian, and transgender rights, fought 

Ms. DeVos on the issue and pressed her to relent because he would not go forward without her 

content."  Based on this emerging story and if we consider proposed H.R. 610's limitations on the Secretary 

of Education, we cannot know how far reaching her authority may go.  
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federal initiatives.  If the federal government invests $20 billion into school choice 

options (as the sort-of promise from the campaign website, though that promise has been 

deleted), people may opt-in to the program which would in turn affect the public 

education landscape based on the decisions of state and local officials as well as parents 

and children.  For every student receiving a voucher to attend private school, a public 

school system receives that much less in federal funds—which in more rural and low-

income areas can severely impact instruction.  People may be forced to opt-in to school 

choice, regardless of their stance on it, if their state of residence adopts the program.    

In Texas governor Greg Abbott's 2017 State of the State Address, he lauded 

school choice as a way to "more efficiently empower parents to choose the school that 

best fits their child's needs" so that each child would have "a chance to succeed in 

life."  Moreover, the day before Abbott's address, eight Texas senators, led by Senator 

Larry Taylor, filed SB 3 An Act Relating to the Establishment of an Education Savings 

Account Program and a Tax Credit Scholarship and Educational Expense Assistance 

Program, which shows us some of the potential problems parents and students may have 

when choosing to attend a private, religious, magnet, or charter school with funds from a 

"savings account."  In Section 29.357 as "APPROVED EDUCATION-RELATED 

EXPENSES," the bill lists   

o tuition and fees   

o the purchases of textbooks or other instructional materials  

o the purchase of curriculum  

o fees for classes or other educational services provided by a public school  

o fees for services provided by a private tutor or teaching service  

o for a disabled child "feeds for educational therapies or services  

o costs of computer hardware and software and other technological devices  

o fees for a nationally norm-referenced achievement test or examination  

o fees for management of the participant's account charged by a financial  

      institution  
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The list of what funds cannot be used for introduces the challenges of this legislation for 

low-income and working-class families.  The bill does not allow parents or students to 

uses funds for  

o consumable supplies, including paper, pens, pencils, folders, and     

notebooks  

o food  

o before-school or after-school child care and child care during   

      school holidays and vacations  

 

If a family relies on the free or reduced lunch program but cannot put these funds toward 

food, can this family opt-in to Texas' "school choice"?  If the family relies on Head Start 

for before- or after-school care, can this family opt-in to “school choice”?  In addition, 

the amount families would get to put toward education varies depending on the family's 

income level, with people receiving 60%, 75%, or 90% (only if the child is disabled, no 

matter the economic status of the family) of the "state average maintenance and 

operations expenditures per student for the preceding fiscal year"51 (Sec. 29. 358).  

Underfunded public schools are also a concern that the bill attempts to account for with 

the provision that   

for each child participating in the program, the school district the child 

would otherwise attend is entitled to receive for the first year in which the 

child participates in the program an amount equal to 50 percent of the 

difference between:  

(1) the state average maintenance and operations expenditures per 

student in average daily attendance for the preceding fiscal year; 

and  

                                                 
51 For the 2014-2015 year, the state average is estimated at $9,000 (Swaby and Murphy). 
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(2) the amount the child's parent receives under Subsection (a) for 

the year. (Sec. 29.358)  

This does not, however, account for what schools will do to make up for these funds after 

that first year's allotment.  Though this bill is not yet law, nor amended (it is still in 

committee as of the writing), we can see some of the possible difficulties placed on 

families should it pass, difficulties that challenge the federal narrative about school 

choice being a way to fix the current educational system.  

What happens when a state's governor opts-in to school choice?  When a state's 

legislature opts-in?  And what happens when politicians opt-in and families do not—is it 

still "school choice" if political powers-that-be make decisions that force parents and 

students to choose a private or charter school because public schools are so 

underfunded?  And how far does all of this go if House Resolution 899/The Massie Bill 

passes into law and dismantles the Department of Education?  The current uncertainties 

about the future of American education are fed by some of the questions I have listed 

above.  We do not know how many states will opt-in to school choice programs, nor do 

we know just how much of the campaign-promised $20 billion dollars will make it into 

the hands of students.  We do not know if the Department of Education will be 

dismantled, nor how or through which office federal education initiatives will be 

controlled if the Department of Education no longer exists.  And yet all of these 

uncertainties also point to one thing: the questions we have about education's future are 

not tied to decisions made in the classroom.  Our questions are not tied to the decisions 

teachers have made nor to students' learning. 
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Education policy is constructed as a result of a network of influences that extend 

outside of the classroom to government, military, and special interest groups.  Our current 

educational conversation has not yet yielded any official policy reform, but the emphasis 

on school choice and relative silence about other educational concerns demonstrate the 

possibilities of where future reform may go—to say nothing of House Bill 610 in 

committee.  The question, then, becomes how reform ideas pass into reform law: how 

does policy change, especially with so many stakeholders?  These would be the questions 

we can examine beyond this project, especially now that we have a new administration's 

policy to analyze.  To answer these questions, we can adopt Wilson’s policy regime 

change framework which accounts for how any policy—international, economic, social, 

and even educational--changes.  In trying to synthesize approaches to policy so that 

analysis does not "highlight one dimension but ignore others," Wilson argues in favor of 

an approach that considers four major areas: power/the arrangement of power, policy 

paradigms, organization within government, and the policy (257-258).  His approach to 

policy shifts reflects both Dingo's and Bernstein's position about the many influences on 

policy and the way that power dynamics impact its creation and distribution. 

 

The End of the World as We Know It? Responding to Crisis with Education Reform 

The National Defense Education Act (1958), Elementary and Secondary 

Education Act (1965), A Nation at Risk (1983), and Goals 2000 (1994) emerged from 

within a historical crisis, one that challenges American's perceptions of strength and 

position.  The NDEA passed after the successful launch of Sputnik, which showed how 

behind America was in the spy games of the Cold War and how woefully underprepared 
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the country was to face new technological threats.  The ESEA responded to social 

changes afforded by The Civil Rights Act of 1964 to provide more equal access to 

education, regardless of social class, gender, or ethnicity.  A Nation at Risk emerged from 

growing Cold War tensions and several years of economic recession, and Goals took 

shape during another round of recession, the Gulf War, and many other global 

conflicts.  I ask that we read the documents through the lens of crisis, anxiety, and the 

cultural moments that create federal interventions in education to better understand the 

rhetoric and its un/intended consequences on our education systems, especially the 

students.  How might these moments impact the purpose of education?  How might they 

sustain particular curriculum?  How might they construct teacher and student identities?  

We are, once again, at a shift in education that will affect the students who come 

to our classrooms.  The work herein bridges a piece of K-12 education history with that 

of Rhetoric and Composition in hopes that I can illuminate underlying tensions, 

hindrances, and expectations that are built/trained into ourselves as we teach writing and 

our students before they get to our world of the Academy, one that often challenges their 

ideas about writing, “good” writing, and what it means to think as a rhetor. Can 

uncovering threads of K-12 history help us bridge what we believe about writing with 

what our students believe and have experienced?     

My project exists because I answer that question with a resounding yes.  As 

professors and administrators, we can learn from our students’ K-12 experiences and, 

even more, from the way K-12 education is constructed for them—without their input—

as a means of recreating “educated” minds.  We can examine the national and local 

dialogues happening around education and ask ourselves what material, social, and 
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cultural impact those have on students, writing, education, and our ability to affect 

educational change.  A recent film brings these threads together, a moment where our 

existing fears and conversations coalescence into our pop culture.  The Thinning (2016), 

picked up by YouTubeRed, shows us a post-apocalyptic world where overpopulation (the 

crisis) is curtailed by education reform (in favor of standardized testing).  In the film 

universe, standardized testing decides not only who matriculates from one grade to the 

next, but who survives to populate the nation.  Only the smartest (in this case, those who 

test well) are kept alive to keep nation moving forward52—and the film provides us with 

a demonstration of Foucault's assertion that standardized schooling is, in fact, a way of 

surveilling and controlling the nation and its citizens (Discipline and Punish).   

 But the dialogues about education impact our teaching also, and to close my 

project, I offer a personal story that shows how a student’s (learning) experiences outside 

of my classroom impacted the value he initially placed on our reading of Homer’s The 

Odyssey.  In the spring semester 2012, I was required to complete an internship to earn 

my M.Ed., and for the first time in my teaching, I had to consider state-mandated learning 

objectives and county course sequencing as I developed my lesson plans and 

units.  Because the state required ninth grade students study world literature and the 

county required students read at least two longer texts each semester, I found myself 

teaching The Odyssey.  At the beginning of the unit while we discussed the historical 

context, my students could look over the textbook's presentation of the lyrical poem—

it had pictures! definitions of new words!  sidebars of miscellaneous information!  As we 

                                                 
52 The lead characters ultimately find out that the system is rigged, hiding a larger conspiracy. 
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reviewed the (abridged) text, one of my ninth-grade students incredulously asked: "Why 

do we have to read this?"  

I stared at him for a moment, and the other students got quiet, looking at me for 

both my answer and my reaction to his tone.   

“How is this going to help us in the real world?” he continued.   

I do not know what he expected from my response, but my answer speaks to what 

I understood about my power as a teacher with county and state mandates, no matter how 

well-meaning I may have been as an educator: “We have to read this because someone at 

the state level decided every ninth grader would have to read world literature of some 

kind and at least two longer selections a semester.  And then whoever published this book 

for the state decided that The Odyssey would be one of the few longer selections we 

get.  Because apparently world literature means dead Greek guys.”   

The whole class was silent for a beat.   

And then my student of the questions concluded, “Well, that’s stupid.”   

We all laughed—I probably shouldn’t have laughed.   

“You’re telling me.  So now let’s learn about how to survive should we ever find 

ourselves in a magical world of sirens who want to dash our boats on the rocks, crazy 

monsters that want to drown us, and witches who want to keep us hostage.”   

My students laughed, and the moment was over.  We read the parts of The 

Odyssey through the lens of The Quest Motif.  They talked about zeniths and nadirs and 

Edith Hamilton’s canonical Mythology.  My one regret here: I missed a great opportunity 

to thread in the lens of “How to Survive in a Magical Land of Not Real-Life.”   
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I close with this story to illustrate one of my larger concerns for this 

project: learning is never just learning.  Instead, like writing, learning situations are 

constructed often to maintain and preserve existing power dynamics, not dissent from 

them.  Though several Rhetoric and Composition scholars have analyzed the many 

sponsors of literate practices and their influence on how institutions, instructors, and 

students construct "writing," my internship experience shows how continued 

conversations about career readiness, not something I had addressed, impacted my 

student's perceptions of the worth of what we did with literature: there was not 

much.  My student had internalized a conversation outside of my classroom, had 

constructed a future identity for himself in agriculture, and judged my instruction through 

the lens of "real-world" application, for which Homer's The Odyssey had none.  He had 

decided that this kind of reading was not a part of his identity and if he would do any 

reading (or writing) in the future, it would be related to his career choice.  He was not 

interested in the writing classroom as a space to develop critical consciousness or 

democratic participation—not that those possibilities would never develop, but at that 

moment, his education and lived experience reinforced a mindset that his learning was 

aimed to a career and thus should help him towards that career.  He had bought into the 

perspective that education should get him ready for economic security and that narrowed 

view of learning (writing) impacted his investment in our reading and writing projects. 

When education's stakes get messy—when getting an education absorbs (as it 

always does) the philosophical, religious, economic, and cultural logics from a swath of 

people—our purposes in the classroom (as either educator or student) become conflicted 

and contradictory; we can be both working toward liberation (Freire) and teaching in an 
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institution focused on middle-class values (Bloom).  We could engage students across 

rhetorical traditions while teaching, turning to critical pedagogy so we write towards 

reflection and action and to the banking model to deliver grammar instruction (or to use 

Berlin's category, current-traditional rhetoric, emphasizing "exposition and its forms" and 

demanding that "[l]anguage must be precise" (9)).  We occupy the contradictions of our 

beliefs about (learning) writing and the demands of our institutional (state, business, 

federal) situations—and the demands of our students’ prior educational experiences.  In 

the end, my project views historical and archival research as a form of advocacy for our 

students and ourselves and this research as a way to open a broader awareness of how 

writing and literacy are constructed for students (and later by them) so that we might 

better engage their and our mis/perceptions about the current public educational climate, 

part of which Linda Adler-Kassner referenced in her CCCC 2017 address.  Our 

current public education system is marked by neoliberal elements that privatize 

schooling, justify standardized testing for accountability, increasingly narrow student 

identity to data points, and erase local contexts in favor of a narrative that promises 

if we try hard enough, we will always succeed.  Neoliberal ideologies have limited what 

literacy is and thus students' definition of writing while also shifting 

higher education classroom environments where student are (self-proclaimed) customers 

and administrative buzzwords include customer service.  If we are to intervene, to act, to 

advocate, I contend that knowing our education histories shows us a long, 

complex story that has perpetuated narrowed perspectives on not just writing, but all 

learning. 
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