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Diane Ravitch: The Death and Life of Educational Reform

Diane Ravitch is a prominent figure in American education reform, known for her critical stance on
standardized testing and her advocacy for public schools. The death and life of educational reform are
encapsulated in her journey from a supporter of market-driven education policies to a passionate
defender of public school systems. This article explores Ravitch’s evolution in thought, her influential
works, and her impact on educational policy.

Early Life and Career

Diane Ravitch was born on July 1, 1938, in San Antonio,
Texas. She grew up in a family that valued education,
and her early experiences shaped her understanding of
the American educational landscape.

Academic Background



Ravitch attended Wellesley College, where she earned
her Bachelor’s degree in History. She later received
her Ph.D. in history and education from Columbia
University. Her academic upbringing laid the
foundation for her future work as a historian and policy
analyst.

Initial Involvement in Education Reform

In the late 20th century, Ravitch became involved in
education reform, initially supporting the idea of
school choice and the implementation of standardized
testing as tools for improving education. She served in
various roles, including:

1. Assistant Secretary of Education under President
George H.W. Bush.
2. Member of the National Assessment Governing
Board.
3. Research professor at New York University.

Her early career was marked by a belief in
accountability measures that focused on testing and
competition among schools.

The Shift in Perspective



As Ravitch observed the effects of her advocated
policies, she began to see their negative consequences
on public education. This shift in perspective was
profound and led her to reassess her beliefs about the
role of testing and privatization in education.

Critique of Standardized Testing

Ravitch became an outspoken critic of standardized
testing, arguing that it narrowed the curriculum, led to
teaching to the test, and unfairly labeled schools as
failures. She highlighted the following issues:

- Inequity: Standardized tests often reflect
socioeconomic disparities, disproportionately affecting
students from low-income backgrounds.
- Misallocation of Resources: Schools labeled as failing
due to test scores often lose funding and support,
further entrenching disadvantage.
- Mental Health: The pressure associated with high-
stakes testing can negatively impact students’ mental
well-being.

Advocacy for Public Schools

Ravitch shifted her focus to advocating for public



schools, emphasizing their essential role in democracy
and social equity. She argued that public education
should be viewed as a public good rather than a
commodity. Key points from her advocacy include:

- Community Engagement: Public schools serve as
community hubs that foster social cohesion.
- Diversity and Inclusion: Public schools are designed
to accommodate students from various backgrounds,
promoting inclusivity.
- Accountability Beyond Testing: Ravitch argues for a
broader definition of accountability that includes
factors like student engagement, creativity, and
critical thinking.

Major Works and Publications

Diane Ravitch has authored several influential books
that address educational policy and reform. Her works
have sparked discussions and debates about the future
of education in America.

“The Death and Life of the Great American School System”

In her 2010 book, “The Death and Life of the Great
American School System,” Ravitch outlines her journey



from supporting educational reform to championing
public education. Key themes include:

- Historical Context: Ravitch provides a historical
overview of educational reforms, tracing the evolution
of policies from the 20th century to present day.
- Critique of Charter Schools: She argues that charter
schools, while intended to innovate, often divert
resources from public schools and do not necessarily
provide better educational outcomes.
- Call for Reinvestment: Ravitch advocates for
reinvesting in public schools, emphasizing the need for
adequate funding, teacher support, and community
resources.

“Reign of Error”

In her 2013 book, “Reign of Error: The Hoax of the
Privatization Movement and the Danger to America’s
Public Schools,” Ravitch critiques the privatization
movement and its impact on public education. Key
arguments include:

- Misleading Data: She challenges the data often used
to promote privatization, arguing that it is often
misrepresented or taken out of context.
- Importance of Public Education: Ravitch reaffirms the
critical role of public schools in providing equitable



education for all students.
- Policy Alternatives: The book suggests alternative
policies that would strengthen public education rather
than undermine it.

Impact on Educational Policy and Reform

Diane Ravitch’s work has significantly influenced public
discourse around education policy and reform in the
United States. Her advocacy for public education has
garnered both support and criticism.

Influence on Educators and Policymakers

Ravitch’s writings and public speaking have resonated
with educators, parents, and policymakers, leading to
a broader movement advocating for:

- Equitable Funding: Calls for increased funding for
public schools, especially in underserved areas.
- Teacher Support: Recognition of the need for better
training, resources, and support for teachers.
- Community Involvement: Encouraging parents and
community members to engage in the educational
process and advocate for local schools.



Criticism and Controversy

Despite her influence, Ravitch has faced criticism from
proponents of standardized testing and privatization.
Critics argue that her views may oversimplify complex
issues within education. Key points of contention
include:

- Resistance to Change: Some believe that Ravitch’s
defense of traditional public schools ignores necessary
changes in an evolving educational landscape.
- Polarization: Her outspoken criticism of charter
schools and testing has polarized discussions, making
compromise difficult.

The Future of Educational Reform

As educational reform continues to evolve, the ideas
and criticisms put forth by Diane Ravitch remain
relevant. Her advocacy for public education serves as a
reminder of the importance of equity and community
involvement in shaping the future of schooling in
America.

Emerging Trends and Considerations



The future of educational reform may be informed by
several emerging trends:

1. Increased Focus on Social-Emotional Learning: A
growing recognition of the importance of mental
health and emotional well-being in education.
2. Equity in Education: Ongoing discussions about how
to address systemic inequities in funding and
resources for public schools.
3. Community Schools Movement: An emphasis on
schools that serve as community hubs, integrating
services to support students and families.

Conclusion

Diane Ravitch’s journey through the death and life of
educational reform underscores the complexities and
challenges of improving American education. Her shift
from a supporter of testing and privatization to a fierce
advocate for public education has sparked vital
conversations about the role of schools in society. As
we look to the future, her insights will continue to
shape discussions about how best to serve all students
and ensure that public education remains a
cornerstone of democracy and equity in America.

Frequently Asked Questions



Who is Diane Ravitch and what is her significance in education
reform?
Diane Ravitch is an American educational historian and
policy analyst known for her advocacy of public
education and her criticism of standardized testing and
privatization in schools.

What are the main themes explored in 'The Death and Life of
the Great American School System'?
The book discusses the impact of standardized testing,
the rise of charter schools, and the importance of
strong public schools, arguing that the focus on
accountability has harmed educational quality.

How does Diane Ravitch view standardized testing in
education?
Ravitch argues that standardized testing undermines
the quality of education, encourages teaching to the
test, and fails to accurately measure student learning
or school effectiveness.

What prompted Diane Ravitch to change her stance on
education reform?
Ravitch's shift was influenced by her observations of
the negative consequences of policies promoting
privatization and high-stakes testing, leading her to
advocate for a return to a focus on public education.

What solutions does Ravitch propose in her book for
improving the American education system?
Ravitch advocates for investing in public schools,
reducing the emphasis on testing, supporting



teachers, and fostering community involvement in
education.

How has 'The Death and Life of the Great American School
System' influenced educational policy discussions?
The book has sparked widespread debate about the
direction of education policy, challenging conventional
reform approaches and encouraging a reevaluation of
accountability measures.

What role does Ravitch believe teachers play in the education
system?
Ravitch believes that teachers are crucial to student
success and should be respected as professionals, with
their expertise valued in the development of
educational policy.

In what ways does Ravitch critique the charter school
movement?
Ravitch criticizes the charter school movement for its
lack of accountability, potential to drain resources
from public schools, and often mixed results in
improving student outcomes.

What impact has 'The Death and Life of the Great American
School System' had on public perception of education reform?
The book has contributed to a growing skepticism of
standardized testing and privatization, influencing
public opinion and encouraging parents and educators
to advocate for stronger public education.

How does Ravitch's work align with current educational



debates?
Ravitch's work is highly relevant to ongoing debates
about educational equity, the balance between testing
and holistic learning, and the role of public versus
private education in the U.S.
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Explore Diane Ravitch's insights in "The Death and
Life" as she navigates education's challenges and
triumphs. Discover how her work impacts the future!
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