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Is it possible and desirable to transcend ideological perspectives within educa
tional policy research and decision making? If so, what would it entail and
how should we proceed? At heart, the relation among research, ideology, and
policy may be characterized as a complex and interconnected web. The com-
mon view of this web is that good social and educational policy decisions are
generally made based on research evidence and largely independent of ideo
logical positions. However, it is rather more likely that research and
political ideology interact throughout the research process, from the choice of
research question, to the organization that provides funding for the research,
to the way that findings are interpreted and used. The purpose of this article is
to propose a promising strategy that can be utilized by policymakers in the
process of making educational policy decisions.

The purpose of this article is to propose a promising strategy that can be utilized
by policymakers and other players in the educational policy process to change the
way research and ideological positions influence policy decisions. Thus, we address
the seemingly intractable problem of the influence of political ideology on research
questions, results, and use as well as on policy agendas and decisions. We are
concerned about the selective, ideologically charged use of re-search findings either
to support or criticize controversial policy initiatives. The ontological and
epistemological premises on which research is conducted and applied are central to
understanding the limited impact of some research on educational policy, the
success of particular initiatives, and the modest progress of various other political
agendas. The main questions we address are as follows: Is it possible and desirable to
transcend ideological perspectives within educational
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policy research and decision making? If so, what would it entail and how should
we proceed?

As educational researchers, we approach this issue from the perspectives of a
philosopher and sociologist, both concerned with uncovering to what degree edu-
cational policy research and outcomes are the result of ideological orientations. At
this point, it is important to note that we come out of a critical democratic theoreti-
cal orientation ourselves, which colors the lens through which we view this issue.
Asa result, the examples we provide may tend to indict more conservative view-
points, although we aim to show that ideology factors into positions offered all
along the political spectrum. In other words, researchers of every political stripe
yield to selective use of research findings when it suits their agenda. We do not pre
-tend to be neutral commentators, but we are interested in contributing to a conver-
sation on the proper place and handling of political ideology in policy processes.
Through this discussion, we aim to give attention to the prominence of policy ac-
tors' (e.g., researchers, politicians, educators, reform advocates, etc.) ideological
orientations in the formulation of educational policy, as well as to challenge policy
researchers and practitioners to examine how their ideological assumptions may
affect their policy preferences. We argue that although ideology is an undeniable
factor within educational research and policy making, it can nevertheless be ad-
dressed through purposeful attention to critical and deliberative strategies for deal-
ing with disagreement. Although other theorists have outlined the promise of dem-
ocratic deliberation for resolving difficult political disagreements, none have
combined aspects of deliberative democratic theory with Freirean critical theory as
we do herein.

To clarify terms, we are concerned with all forms of educational policy re-
search, especially those that may have bearing on controversial and intractable ed-
ucational policy issues such as vouchers, bilingual education, affirmative action,
and standardized testing. Intractable conflicts are characterized as "highly
resistant to resolution by appeal to evidence, research, or reasoned argument” (
Schon and Rein 1994, xi). By ideology, we mean a politically motivated view of
the world: a way of thinking, on which one's view of the political, economic, and
social system is based (Young 1981). As for transcending ideology, we do not
mean to invoke its elimination or call for value neutrality. Rather, in calling for
transcendence of ideological orientations, we strive for a way to go beyond
ideological differences of opinion, that is, to surpass the limits of these differences
to aim for and hopefully reach some form of understanding and compromise.

The Seemingly Intractable Trio: Educational Research,
Political Ideology, and Policy

At heart, the relation among research, ideology, and policy may be character-
ized as a complex and interconnected web. The common view of this web, based

on rational choice theory, is that good social and educational policy decisions are
generally made based on research evidence and independent of ideological posi-
tions (Wildaysky 1979). Moreover, the dominant culture of United States society
in general, and the educational community in particular, includes a faith in "objec-
tive" research findings, especially when presented in the form of statistical data.1l
Problems are brought to light only when bad or misinterpreted statistics are called
on to justify one particular side of an intractable policy issue. Such data have the
potential to distort perceptions of issues, debates, and policies. Research methods
stemming from the "scientific" methods of the natural sciences have tended to hold
sway over policymakers and the public.2 Accordingly, there is a common and often
unquestioned notion that good, objective research will be effective in helping to re-
solve policy controversies.®

However, it is rather more likely that research and political ideology interact
throughout research and policy processes, from the choice of research question, to
the organization that provides funding for the research, to the way findings are in-
terpreted and used. Donald Schén and Martin Rein (1994, xvi) insightfully ob-
served that "l "[p]Jolicy researchers have tended to be co-opted by one side or
another in policy controversies and have done more to fuel such controversies
than to re-solve them" Too often, policy research and decisions are more the
result of ideological orientations than of sound data, experience, and concern for
social justice. As Gene Glass (1987, 9) pointed out, the "selection of research to
legitimize political views is an activity engaged in by governments at every point
on the political compass” Ideology frames, distorts, and/or structures findings, the
use of final re-ports, and, eventually, educational opportunities and outcomes. In
short, political ideology seems to matter more in policy making than a balanced
survey of educational research. Policy decisions, then, are most often based on a
complicated intermingling of research findings, researchers' political ideology,
and policymakers' political ideology, among other factors (Kingdon 1995). This is
perhaps to be expected when dealing with controversial policy issues of social and
educational significance.

Steven Miller and Marcel Fredericks (2000) maintained that ideological com-
mitments or preferences often work as "biasing-filters," translating research find-
ings into particular outcomes and acceptable policy decisions. Using the case of
the 'Bell Curve"* debate as an example, they argued as follows: "If one believes, as
in the Bell Curve, that there are empirical data which clearly support cognitive dif-
ferences among racial and ethnic groups, that belief system 'intervenes' nicely be-
tween the research findings (and approach) and the policy subsequently formulate
d” (Miller and Fredericks 2000, online). Data are often interpreted accordingly to
justify ideological stances and belief systems; the values, ideologies, and political
motives of the various researchers and policy actors tend to eclipse other factors.
As Glass (1987, 9) further noted, "[s]tudies may be commissioned that sup-port
either side of a policy issue." Regardless of what they illustrate, facts alone



rarely function to shape policy. So-called facts may be questionably derived in any
case. Policies often grow out of worldviews that may be legitimated in the manipu-
lation, filtering, and massaging of research data. In essence, it can be argued, as
Kennedy (2003, online) did, that "all political issues are driven by a combination of
ideology and political calculation"

Our discussion draws on three examples of policies characterized by ongoing
ideological clashes and disagreement over research findings: bilingual education,
school voucher effects, and remedial education at the postsecondary level.
Representing policy disagreement at both the kindergarten through twelfth-grade
and higher education levels, these three cases are of interest to us as they have
generated considerable political upheaval and are likely to have visible personal
and social consequences, as well as impact the overall educational experience and
outcomes of students in the United States, particularly over the next ten years.

Using referenda campaigns in Arizona and California as illustrations, in the
next section we illustrate how ideology is a key element in policy outcomes con-
cerning bilingual education. We then proceed to a debate over school vouchers,
providing another example of a controversial educational policy. The latter portion
of the article offers one possibility for dealing with ideological differences within
the field of educational policy making. The article concludes by illustrating how
researchers and policymakers representing different ideological perspectives re-
garding a controversial policy issue such as remedial education at the
postsecondary level might proceed to interact if they were engaged in a process
guided by the critical deliberative approach set forth in this article.

Bilingual Education5

In the following discussion, we point out the different ideological positions that
have informed the research-related policy debates and referenda campaigns on bi-
lingual education in Arizona and California. In these campaigns, research findings
played a considerable role within the public debate over the issue, as evidenced by
frequent media references to research findings.® Yet, both defenders and oppo-
nents of bilingual education have interpreted the research in very different ways.7
In both Arizona and California, the selective use of research served to advance par-
ticular interests and belief systems—in these cases the dominant, politically con-
servative perspective opposing bilingual education won out. For this reason, we
analyze how opponents of bilingual education successfully used research to serve
their interests.

Proponents of bilingual education generally maintain that public schools have a

responsibility to aid English language learners in learning English, and advance
their learning in academic subject areas while sustaining their cultural identity.
Proponents also maintain that by using English language learners' na
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tive languages for instructional purposes, students receive a good start to their
overall school career. Drawing on prevailing research, proponents contend that
English-only institutional approaches actually limit the learning potential of
English language learners and negatively affect their educational achievement and
outcomes.® Shirley Brice Heath (1986), for one, pointed out that English language
learners are best prepared to learn English in school when they have a solid
foundation in their native language. Moreover, monolingual English instruction
engenders a form of alienation among English language learners and more often
serves to diminish student participation, and hence, their opportunities to learn.
Although a number of research studies have documented the effectiveness of
bilingual education programs, it continues to be a source of criticism and hostility.

Critics of bilingual education contend that learning English should be students'
central activity. In this view, the native language is used sparingly as a language of
instruction, if at all. Such views defend English as the official language and the ef-
forts to sustain it. Supporters of the English-only movement pursue a variety of ar-
guments in defending English as the official language of the United States. Fore-
most is the notion that bilingualism is a threat to American cultural unity.1® Those
that challenge bilingual instruction maintain that official English is necessary to
preserve the unity of American culture and the full participation of immigrants in
mainstream society (Chavez 1991). There is a notion that immigrants' continued
allegiance to their ethnic group is a threat to being an American, and thus contrib-
utes to polarizing society along language lines." Official English would then serve
to limit ethnic polarization.

Furthermore, the English-only movement works under the assumption that total
immersion in the language and culture of mainstream America is beneficial for
language minority peoples because it will afford opportunities to pursue educa-
tion, employment, and success'? Opponents of bilingual education have consis-
tently associated the lack of English competency with social matters, including un-
employment and low academic performance.'® From this perspective, the inability to
speak English greatly reduces the ability to secure sustainable work and lessens the
chances for academic success. In essence, opponents maintain that there is a
strong relation between language and social "problems;" therefore, addressing the
language "disability” will respond in part to social issues such as unemployment
and education.'4

Analyzed from a critical perspective, opponents of bilingual education are not
solely preoccupied with the potential loss of the English language as the primary
language in the United States. The less publicized issue is the fear of a conscious
resistance by English language learners. Opposition to policies such as bilingual
education has been focused primarily on nostalgic notions of Americanization and
an ideology of nationalism and cultural maintenance_essentially what critical so-
cial theorists have referred to as an ethnocentric fantasy of a common culturel5 To
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add to the complexity, there are Latinos and other immigrant groups who oppose
bilingual education because, they argue, it does not serve educational equality
well. They believe that cultural assimilation is in the best interests of English lan-
guage learners.1® In essence, the debate over bilingual education is not simply a de-
bate over the value of language, but rather. a debate over ideological positions. The
most recent and notable cases of the functioning of ideology with selective re-
search findings is that of the 2000 passage of Proposition 203 in Arizona and the
1998 passage of Proposition 227 in California, which virtually banned bilingual
education in both states.

In June of 1998, voters in California passed Proposition 227, an initiative that in
effect bans bilingual instruction in public schools. The proposition calls for English
language learners to he placed in English-only immersion classes for a period of one
year, after which students are transitioned to mainstream, English-only classrooms.
The initiative ignores the body of research that documents the counterproductive na
ture of predominantly English-based types of instruction for English language learn-
ers.'” Despite the fact that significant literature documented how English-based in-
struction stifles English language learners' overall learning and academic
achievement. supporters of Proposition 227 did not seem to pay attention to the illus
trations of the benefits of bilingual instruction. In light of the fact that California
is home to 1.4 million students who enter the public school system with varying
levels of literacy and English-language proficiency, Proposition 227 has a
significant and adverse affect on a large number of students many of whom
are Latinos.'® Given the statistics and counterfindings, how did this proposition
get passed?

Ron Unz, the primary underwriter and sponsor of the English for the Children
campaign for Proposition 227, is a millionaire businessman in California's com-
puter industry with some political aspirations.'® Proposition 227—called the Unz
Initiative—is one way he was able to get recognition and build political clout. The
Unz Initiative mandates that "all children in California's public schools shall be
taught English by being taught in English" (NAMBE 1998). Whether this initiative
was well intentioned is unimportant. Similarly, Proposition 203, Arizona's more
restrictive version of Proposition 227, passed in November 2000 with sixty-three
percent of the vote.?® The Arizona initiative, known as English for the Children of
Arizona, was funded in large part by Ron Unz. Proposition 203 limits instruction to
English only, and like Proposition 227, requires English language learners to be
placed in English-only immersion classes for a period of one year. In the case of
Arizona, the proposition can only be reversed by the passage of another ballot ini-
tiative.2!

Regardless of the studies of bilingual education (in Arizona and other states)
which show that it is both effective and worthwhile, and the efforts of citizens to
sustain it, in this case, these counterpoints seemed to be irrelevant in the policy-
making process briefly described herein.?? This is due primarily to the influential
assimilationist ideology that frames having a first language other than English
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as a handicap rather than a benefit. This ideology has fueled the bilingual debates
and has consequently shaped the linguistic landscape in the United States.

The debate over school vouchers has also been a prominent one, and given the
spirited exchanges it has fueled, provides another example of politically controver-
sial educational policy.

School Vouchets

Jay Greene's (2001) published report, An Evaluation of the Florida A-Plus Ac-
countability and School Choice Program.?® is among a number of other illustra-
tions of the practice of selective use of research findings to advance certain ideo-
logically charged positions. We highlight Greene's report because it exemplifies
scholarship that reinforces a policy agenda that is dominant within the current po-
litical climate. The report documents gains in achievement on the Florida Compre-
hensive Assessment Test in the areas of reading, mathematics, and writing and
convincingly establishes a link between the threat of school vouchers for students
in low-performing schools and achievement gains in those schools. Greene (2001,
9) argued that the threat of vouchers is responsible for the improvement of low
achieving schools: "An accountability system with vouchers as the sanction for re-
peated failure really motivates schools to improve."

Greene's (2001) reading of the evidence has the potential to play an important
role in policy making at both the federal and local levels across the country. Al-
though the statistical model and conclusions of the report have been challenged,
policymakers in support of voucher and accountability initiatives may not find the
dispute with the mechanisms of the statistical analysis as compelling as the gener-
ous conclusions drawn by Greene.?* Reports such as Greene's are sure to be used
by conservative educators and policymakers as convincing arguments to defend
and facilitate voucher plans. The voucher effect will no doubt be sold to the general
public as an effective force in motivating failing schools to improve academic
achievement. The argument can be made that the interpretation and use of Greene's
research findings may be largely dependent on the particular interests of
policymakers. As Miller and Fredericks (2000, online) maintained, "[f]indings are
largely irrelevant to policy makers". What is relevant, but overlooked, is how those
findings can serve an ideological agenda.?> The case of research on school voucher
programs illustrates how ideological commitments often work as "biasing-filters" (
Miller and Fredericks 2000, online), as stated earlier—translating research find-
ings into particular outcomes and acceptable policy decisions.

In addition to Greene's (2001) work, a number of other researchers have re-
cently conducted studies that demonstrate the effectiveness of school vouchers in
raising test scores, particularly for African American students.?® Their findings
have received wide media publicity and have also been disputed by a variety of
scholars and interest groups.?”



Henry Levin found that there is little measurable difference in the levels of
achievement between students enrolled in traditional schools and voucher recipi-
ents who attended private schools. Levin pointed out that such observations have
been readily neglected in the surrounding policy debates and that the evidence sug-
gesting otherwise is vastly exaggerated. Voucher critics contend that vouchers tend
to be used by students from families who have greater material resources and are
more informed about educational alternatives than students from families who are
not as well off. According to those who challenge the data, these particular facts
and other nonmeasurable characteristics are not apparent in a number of the re-
ports whose conclusions are being heavily circulated 28 Levin (1998, 373) con-
cluded the fallowing: "The effect of educational vouchers has been premised on
theoretical or ideological positions rather than evidence" In a recent article in Edu-
cational Evaluation and Policy Analysis (2002), he attempted to add balance to the
issue by offering a more comprehensive and evaluative framework on which to de-
termine the benefits of educational voucher programs and their effect on educa-
tional performance.?®

In cases such as Greene's and others', researchers have reassessed data indicat-
ing the effectiveness of school vouchers in raising test scores and ended up with in
terpretations to the contrary. The statistical methods employed by Paul Peterson (
of Harvard University and the Hoover Institution), for instance, also came under
heavy scrutiny, particularly when he declined to release his raw data to a group of
academics that requested to check his results. Levin (1998, 373), who initiated the
request. concluded that it seemed more important to "get something out at election
time"3° than to allow the work to undergo peer review; suggesting that such reports
were serving political purposes more than any other. Many of these studies are crit-
icized because they are underwritten by conservative foundations in support of
voucher programs. Their statistical data have led to policy conclusions that cham-
pion voucher programs as a solution to the nation's educational challenges.

It can he argued, however, that within both conservative and liberal Left con-
texts, researchers chose not to discuss various aspects of the research, overempha-
sizing either the benefits or the shortcomings of voucher plans. In this way, each at-
tempt to gain public support for their respective positions on the issues
surrounding school choice. For provoucher stakeholders, some things may go un-
reported or are avoided if they do not serve particular interests. Likewise, the re-
searchers who challenge provoucher conclusions may inaccurately characterize
the findings, misinterpret and even distort claims such as those of Greene (2001)
and others.3! Several recent studies by researchers at The National Education As-
sociation (NEA),%? Brian Gill et al. of Rand,® and Kim Metcalf et al.®* (1999)
questioned the effectiveness of vouchers in enhancing academic achievement and
made a primarily social case against voucher plans. Despite randomized field stud-
ies which show that vouchers have boosted academic achievement among low-in-
come African American students, researchers of the NEA study, for instance, char

acterize vouchers as an "elitist strategy” and argue that vouchers exacerbate
economic, racial, ethnic, and religious stratification in society. Framing the results
as fragile, exotic, and statistically insignificant, and pushing a primarily social
stance that puts the community first, many critics of voucher programs conclude
that they fail to deliver the educational benefits they are purported to, and thus fail
democracy. Despite the well-intentioned aims of voucher opponents to advance
education policies that defend social justice and serve democratic ends, it can be
argued that their positions are also based largely on ideology and selective atten-
tion on the voucher study evidence available to date.

In our view, it appears that the scholarship of conservatively aligned
educationists tends to dominate the public debate. Calling for more balance in
educational reporting and policy deliberations, we echo Berliner and Biddle (1998,
online), who maintained that "it is inappropriate to expect a democratic free press
to be anything but highly critical of the society in which it lives. That is one of its
functions. But it is not inappropriate to ask for balance. And we do not think we have
that" We recognize that although a balanced examination of statistical data before
using them to deter-mine the overall impact of vouchers on student outcomes is
desirable, issues of power and control are central features in how such policies are
ultimately played out. In the immediate and subsequent sections, we pay more
attention to symbolic politics in the process of educational policy making.

Research, Policy, and Symbolic Politics

Mary Lee Smith, Walter Heinecke, and Audrey Noble (1999, 157) argued that (
in Arizona, at least) assessment policy change has less to do with research and
analysis than with "political spectacle” and issues of power and control over
schooling. Policy actions function as political symbolism rather than as rational
decision-making endeavors based on facts, evidence, experience, or fair delibera-
tion. They called this "a predicament in the theory of policy," arguing that the use
of persuasive rhetorical devices also functions in distorting social reality and has
an influence on effecting educational policy making (157). Drawing on Smith et
al., educational policies cannot be examined without drawing attention to the sym-
bols that guide them.35

In addition to the (ab)use of research findings, persuasive rhetorical devices are
effective in encouraging policy initiatives. Policymakers have consistetly em-
ployed educational buzzwords, slogans, anecdotes, and other figurative language
to advance their ideological positions. Primary sources of social science research
are neither readily disseminated to nor read by the general public; the public's po-
sition on educational issues is more often influenced by metaphors or media repre-
sentations than by research findings.3® In the current wave of reform, for instance,
this can be seen in the debate over school performance and declining achievement
scores. The public is unlikely to sort through the educational research literature
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pertaining to test scores and arrive at a balanced understanding of the issue.®” In-
stead, they rely on the press to interpret and simplify the vast amount of data that
educational research produces. This simplification is frequently achieved by the use
of metaphors. Lakoff and Johnson ([ 1980] 2003) theorized that metaphors are
significant sources of information because individuals and groups use metaphors to
organize their thinking. They also argued that metaphors and various figurative
expressions could signal and communicate both the meaning and content of an
ideological choice. Lakoff (1993, 5) pointed out that much of what we read in the
newspapers and hear from the political arena is "metaphorical commonsense rea-
soning" that everyone can understand. Thus. metaphors can have considerable in-
fluence over our understanding and function as powerful tools in organizing public
perceptions about an event or a phenomenon.

The current dominance of the political Right in the United States, for instance,
can in part be attributed to a number of shrewd strategies, including language poli-
tics.®® To illustrate more specifically, we take the example of President George W.
Bush's phrase "no child left behind,” commonplace in recent political discourse. In
President Bush's words:

The quality of our public schools directly affects us all—as parents, as students,
and as citizens. Yet too many children in America are segregated by 1ow expec-
tations, illiteracy. and self-doubt. In a constantly changing world that is de-
manding increasingly complex skills from its workforce, children arc literally
being left behind... If our country fails in its responsibility to educate every
child, we're likely to fail in many other areas. But if we succeed in educating our
youth, many other successes will follow throughout our country and in the lives
of our citizens... [No child left behind] will serve as a framework from which we
can all work together ... to strengthen our elementary and secondary schools...
These reforms express my deep belief in our public schools and their mission to
build the mind and character of every child, from every background, in every
part of America.%®

Because the quality of public schools is conveyed as a "national crisis"*® that di-
rectly affects us all, the widespread slogan suggests an expected commitment and
responsibility toward children. "No child left behind,” echoes a moral idealism.*
Who would dispute that no child should be left behind? As Michael Apple (2001)
has cogently argued, it is an organizing metaphor employed to unite Americans
around a larger moral, economic, and cultural agenda. What conservatives have
been able to do is successfully use the metaphor to push the educational impera-
tives it seems to encompass. Although there is much to contend with here, in the
following section we offer one possibility for dealing with ideological differences
within the field of educational policy making.
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Possibilities for Transcendence

Contending with ideological differences, particularly when they are embodied
effectively in metaphors and other symbols, is indeed difficult. In this section, we
conceptualize a "critical deliberative strategy” for transcending---not eliminatingthe
use and influence of political ideology in the context of research-in-
formed policy dialogue. This strategy builds on the notion of critical cultural work-
ers (as championed by Paulo Freire) and the concept of deliberative democracy (as
theorized by Amy Gutmann and Dennis Thompson). Our reliance on the work of
these scholars underscores our own ideological leanings. Nevertheless, our hope is
that the critical deliberative strategy will be helpful for policy actors regardless of
ideological orientation. Certain key concepts can be embraced by all: dialogue,
communication, reflection, and understanding.

Critical Cultural Workers

The Brazilian educator and political activist, Paulo Freire, argued that although
there are a number of scholars as well as a handful of organizations dedicated to
conducting research that serves egalitarian ends, not enough scholars are working
as critical "cultural workers” who orient themselves toward concrete struggles in
the public and political domains to extend the equality, liberty, and justice they de-
fend.*? Shor and Freire (1987, 131) maintained that "[t]he movements outside are
where more people who dream of social change are gathering," and pointed out that
there exists a degree of reserve on the part of academicians in particular, to
penetrate the media, participate in policy debates, or to permeate policy-making
bodies. Freire went on to argue that if scholars, researchers, or educators want to
transform education to serve democratic ends, they cannot simply limit their strug-
gles to institutional spaces. They must also develop a desire to increase their politi-
cal activity outside of the schools. In essence, a critical cultural worker is one who
crosses borders. They move beyond their familiar institutional spaces and thus be-
yond ideological borders that can function to constrain them and the values of de-
mocracy. They arc volunteers, activists, and everyday people who in various ways
challenge those policies and ideals that violate democratic and social justice im-
peratives. They do a kind of work that more often involves risks, consequences, and
mindfulness. For instance, teacher and principal Deborah Meier (2002). has spent
more than three decades working as an advocate of public education. Meier has
been particularly instrumental in revitalizing public schools in New York City's
East Harlem District 4, where standardized test scores were among the lowest in
the city. A leader in the urban schools reform movement, she founded several small
alternative schools—most notably Central Park Elementary Schools—that
emphasized and modeled a democratic environment in which teacher autonomy,
parent voice, collaboration, collegiality, alliances, mutual respect, high standards.



228 ARTICLES

and a lively democratic discourse were viewed as essential elements not only lead-
ing to increased graduation rates among students but also to the practice of
thoughtful citizenship."™ Meier's (2002) overall commitment is to creating small
schools that educate people with thoughtful habits of mind so that they may fulfill
the promise of a democratic citizenship. She maintained that schools need to be
communities of a manageable size to be effective in this regard.

Following Meier's lead, education professor William Ayers has been a leading
voice in teaching for social justice and a key player in promoting the small schools
cause elsewhere.** Ayers and community organizer Patricia Ford brought the small
schools concept to Chicago, his hometown. Ayers (2000) believed that bringing
the "rigor of private schools" to students in underserved communities would result
in increasing their educational outcomes. As a result of his advocacy, scholarship,
and the support he garnered from like-minded colleagues, the "Chicago move-
ment” has had considerable influence on state legislation pertaining to the
Chicago public school system. Although not claiming a complete victory, Ayers's
work in the community has increased the small schools momentum. Both Meier and
Ayers serve as examples of "critical cultural workers" who believe that they have
a responsibility to furthering the aims of a democratic education.

In the context of educational research and policy, critical cultural workers
would specifically aim to introduce multiperspectival dialogues into dominant po-
litical frames of reference, direct less recognized forms of research and findings
into policy-making bodies, develop political vocabularies of their own, mobilize
the knowledge of those pursuing similar democratic ends, and inform and em-
power underrepresented groups so that they may develop political efficacy. Freire
was insistent that critical cultural workers do more than communicate
information; they would labor to foster and maintain a democratic culture in
various cultural sites beyond schools. They would carry this work out into social
gatherings and society in general. In our view, one important consideration for
educational researchers as critical cultural workers is to consider the ways in
which the information produced by alternative research can be framed,
disseminated, and used by influential policymakers, individuals, and
organizations to make more informed and reasonable decisions regarding
education policies that serve the larger interests of the communities they will
affect. We argue that a Freirean-inspired vision is necessary to carve out spaces
to advance egalitarian and progressive educational (and other) policies that
would benefit all. Some would counter, however, that a Freirean strategy requires
more than a romantic vision. It demands a collective and concentrated effort.*®

Although critical political leanings such as those espoused by Freire can pro-
vide political direction in the struggle for social change, they have also been chal-
lenged. Among feminist critiques, for instance, critical theory (and some of the en-
deavors it supports) has been accused of "repressive myths.™® In this critique, a
notion such as empowerment. for instance. can he imbued with Paternalism and
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perpetuate relations of domination whether it be in the classroom, in academic dis-
course, or in everyday life.*” Giving power can also mean the ability to take
power.*8 In other words, the efforts to empower people in certain contexts can si-
multaneously strengthen privileged positions. In the same sense, a Freirean ap-
proach to permeating policy-making contexts may involve a form of imposition by
cultural workers, whereby representation, organization, and collective struggle
may not necessarily build understanding or political efficacy among groups of peo-
ple, but merely essentialize the other. Similarly, the notion of dialogue most also be
understood in terms of its potentially reproductive elements and the forms of com-
plicity it can engender. Although research as a political act can give voice, we rec-
ognize that it can also silence. Dialogue is not a neutral or apolitical process, as
power, privilege, and persuasion are always present in speech acts. Therefore, as
Henry Giroux (1992, 79) recognized, "cultural workers need to develop a non-
totalizing politics that makes them attentive to the partial, specific, contexts of
differentiated communities and forms of power... ."

Equally important, argued Giroux (1992, 79), is that cultural workers "[
acknowledge] the politics of personal location" and not assume independence
from any ideology. but pay attention to the ideological forces that mediate their
work. Thus, in promoting the notion of critical cultural worker, we must not
overlook how it too can mobilize actors to serve an ideological agenda that creates
a political separatism in which the ability to authentically inform policy is
significantly de-creased. As Freire put it, critical cultural workers must not become
their own worst enemy. Furthermore, the path toward self-definition and agency in
any social and cultural field must not be submerged with universal and generic
categories of liberal thought (Giroux 1992. 246-248). As part of their practice in
the context of research-informed policy dialogue, cultural workers must “"speak
with rather than exclusively for others" (Giroux 1992, 29).

Despite its limitations, the concept of critical cultural worker extends the possi
bilities for dealing with policy conflicts and provides an essential component of
building a generation of citizens who will struggle to improve a society rife with
injustice. Deliberative democracy is another such component.

Deliberative Democracy

In examining how to reconcile difficult policy controversies and the role that re
-search findings play within them, researchers have struggled to conceptualize and
propose satisfactory strategies. One strand of thought advocates for researchers to
join with policymakers in some kind of collaborative research effort, which would
lead to reflective compromises over and solutions for policy conflicts.*® Although
this suggestion makes sense, especially due to its emphasis on collaboration and
reflection, it neglects an element crucial to the success of any resolution endeavor:
deer). mutual understanding. This is where a deliberative democracy can contrib:-
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ute, for example, in clarifying, and perhaps, reconciling conflicting research find-
ings or conflicting values.

Amy Gutmann and Dennis Thompson (1996) formulated an alternative concep-
tion of democracy—deliberative democracy. Because moral conflict and disagree-
ment are seen as the most difficult challenge facing democracy, Gutmann and
Thompson attempted to conceptualize a democracy that places moral discussion in
political life at the center to cope with fundamental conflicts in values and ideol-
ogy. Their conception of deliberative democracy is characterized by three condi-
tions that regulate and structure the deliberative process of politics: (1) reciprocity,
by which reason-giving and justification for mutually-binding policies are seen as a
mutual endeavor; (2) publicity, which stipulates that policymakers, researchers,
officials, and members of the public in general should have to justify their deci-
sions and actions in public; and (3) accountability, which requires those who make
policy decisions to answer to those who are bound by those policies. In addition to
the three conditions, Gutmann and Thompson (1996) outlined three components
that serve to govern the content of policy deliberations: (1) basic liberty, which
controls what government and society can demand of people and what people can
demand of one another; (2) basic opportunity, which concerns the dist'ibution of
goods necessary for pursuing a good life (e.g., basic income); and (3) fair opportu-
nity, which has to do with the distribution of goods to people based on their qualifi
cations.

Critics of the deliberative democratic approach have pointed out that its empha-
sis on argument excludes true communication and participation.>® For example,
Iris Marion Young (1996) suggested that to ensure the inclusion of diverse and
nonnntinstream viewpoints, one needs to incorporate the sociocultural practice of
storytelling, which, as opposed to processes of argumentation, focuses on the lives
of individuals, enables people to seek commonalities, and levels the playing field
among people participating. Another prominent criticism of the deliberative dem-
ocratic strategy is that it downplays the role of power and interests within the polit-
ical and policy process and seems to assume that all participants have equal re-
sources to enable their effective participation.5® As Pierre Bourdieu (1993)
theorized, we live in cultural and social fields of power where various discourses
vie for dominance and where the more "competent™ and "skillful" actors continu-
ously advance particular ideological stances and belief systems that are difficult to
counter, particularly if they have the economic resources and the social contacts to
facilitate such efforts. These points are illustrated in Linda Miller—Kahn and Mary
Lee Smith's (2001) study of parental involvement in the school choice movement
in Boulder, Colorado. They described the ways in which a combination of back-
stage politics, privilege, and "choice" rhetoric, disguised as an inclusive ideology,
more often structured (and controlled) bureaucratic processes in setting educa-
tional policy and practice. Communication skills, knowledge, and social and cul-
tural competencies. more of which were possessed by "local elites," advantaged
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them in moving both comfortably and strategically about the school-community.5?
Echoing Bourdieu (1993), Miller-Kahn and Smith demonstrated how economic,
social, and cultural capital coupled with persuasive rhetorical devices function to
manipulate the policy-making process, resulting in unequal educational outcomes
for students from diverse social class, racial, ethnic, and linguistic backgrounds.

Transcending Ideology: A Critical Deliberative Strategy

An important point in crafting a solution to the (mis)use of research in ideol-
ogy-based educational policy conflicts is that neither a critical cultural worker ap-
proach nor a deliberative democratic approach can work alone. Instead, combining a
Freirean approach and a modified deliberative democratic strategy may address the
weaknesses of each used in isolation and could help solve intractable ideological
policy conflicts because there is an emphasis on dialogue and deliberation with a
simultaneous recognition that dialogue and deliberation themselves are not neutral
or universal, as power and privilege enter into speech acts. The key is that these
strategies are aimed at reaching understanding, and not just at winning (Young
1981). This way, researchers and other policy actors can move beyond a pure ideol-
ogy-driven endeavor to reach a place where discussion, communication, under-
standing, mutual respect, and critical action are central within controversial re-
search and policy debates.

This is no easy philosophy to espouse, especially when winning is such a cen-
tral cultural element in the United States. Those skeptical of whether all stake-
holders would be willing to participate in the critical deliberative strategy at all
would question its feasibility. Perhaps policy actors feel content or righteous argu-
ing for ideologically driven policy agendas and are not interested in reaching com-
promise. A strong response to the skepticism is that there is ample evidence that
continuing to conduct research and policy making activity without attending to is-
sues of ideological difference will result in continued policy stalemates that do no
good in furthering anyone's agenda. Consider that the debates over controversial
issues like school vouchers or affirmative action have resulted in little policy co-
herence and a tendency to leave the ultimate decision to the United States Supreme
Court.5% The conscious application of critical deliberation within communities
could foster better dialogue and understanding over such difficult issues. The key
is that stakeholders would need to be willing to communicate with each other re-
gardless of political perspectives. We acknowledge that this can be a major stum-
bling block to inclusive deliberation. Indeed, some scholars on the Left have called
for a "fight fire with fire" strategy based on beating opponents at their own game.
For example, David Stoesz (1987, 3) called for liberal policy institutes and think
tanks to take up the aggressive ideological policy analysis championed by conser-
vative think tanks, which he said "have developed projects for the purpose of mak-
ing social policy more consonant with conservative philosophy." This often in-
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volves the use of statistical data as if it were irrefutable evidence.>* Liberal policy
groups have been criticized for citing evidence selectively for the purpose of advo-
cating for liberal social policy as well. One notable example is the American Asso-
ciation for University Women. Their 1992 Report, How Schools Shortchange
Girls. came under fire for utilizing shoddy research and anecdotal evidence to
prove that girls are losing out in school.%®

The biggest challenge for the critical deliberative strategy, then, is in how to en-
gender fruitful communication and dialogue. That challenge will need to be taken
seriously by those involved in policy debate. Critical deliberation may not be suc-
cessful, but it must be attempted. We should note that some disagreements are not
based on deep or even shallow misunderstandings, and simply cannot be over-
come. Consider the qualitative difference between the debate over phonics and
whole language approaches to teaching language arts. and the debate over teaching
creationism and evolution theory in schools. We can see more possibilities for tran-
scending ideological commitments through critical deliberation and mutual under-
standing in the so-called reading wars than we can in debates over the origin of hu-
manity. As such, we are not trying to suggest that the critical deliberative strategy to
transcend ideology will work every time, in every type of conflict. We propose
only that the critical deliberative strategy has the best chance to influence key ac-
tors within research and policy processes. Although, in some cases, they may never
come to agree, the goals of critical dialogue and action, inclusion, communication,
and mutual understanding will aid in producing a healthy democratic process in
which mutual respect might be reached. Conflict is a necessary part of any such
process. Our hope is that the critical deliberative strategy for dealing with difficult
conflicts may be used to arrive at even better research and policy processes.

How might researchers and policymakers representing different ideological
perspectives proceed to interact regarding a controversial policy issue if they were
engaged in a process guided by a critical deliberative approach? Consider remedial
education®® at the college level. It is one example of an oft-debated educational
policy issue that is characterized by ideological clashes and controversies over re-
search findings. Let us provide a bit of background on this issue to illustrate how a
critical deliberative strategy might work to transcend ideology within the debate
over remedial education.

Two perspectives dominate the debate.>” Opponents of remedial education
generally come from a more conservative political orientation. They maintain that
the students who need remedial courses should be attending community colleges
in-stead of four-year institutions of higher education, and unprepared students are
harmed when admitted to institutions at which they cannot compete.5® Part of the
argument is that although remedial programs may be well intentioned, ultimately
they are political programs, and not educational ones.>® Among the number of con-
troversial points that have been raised by opponents, for instance, is that remedial
education programs disproportionately benefit students of color.6® On the other
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side, more liberal scholars argue that remedial education centers on creating op-
portunities, increased retention, and better graduation outcomes for students
underprepared for some college-level courses.®! In the liberal view, remedial edu-
cation is particularly beneficial for students of color or poor students with de-
creased educational opportunities or whose kindergarten through twelfth-grade
education was historically lacking. For those advancing contemporary liberal ide-
als in the educational policy arena, remedial education fits into the aims of an edu-
cation in a democratic society concerned with social justice for disadvantaged stu-
dents. The abolishment of remedial programs, on the other hand, serves to blame
and punish some students for circumstances over which they have no control.®? Al-
though the reasons for the backlash against remedial education are varied and com-
plex, when one delves beyond the surface justifications for abolishing remedial ed-
ucation, race and class are exposed as key issues. In briefly examining this, we can
see not only how arguments against remedial education are mostly political and
economic, but also how old notions of meritocracy are veiled by the rhetoric of
standards and quality.

At issue are the primary purposes of colleges and universities in the United
States. The question often comes down to whether academic standards or educa-
tional opportunity should be the top priority. This largely ideological division has
resulted in a national debate in the United States over whether remedial education
programs have a rightful place at the four-year college level. The different policy
actors, in this case college administrators. faculty members, students, educational
researchers, and policymakers, have been unable to engage each other in produc-
tive dialogue to find satisfactory solutions to the conflict.

Recognizing that it may not be possible to completely transcend a dichotomous
view and attend to both concerns, if the policy actors were to follow a critical delib-
erative strategy in deciding this controversial policy issue, a number of factors in
the process would change. Although individual institutions would still make the fi-
nal decisions regarding remedial programs on their campuses, rather than favoring
solely the advice of likeminded faculty members and administrators, college ad-
ministrators and policymakers would rely much more on the viewpoints of politi-
cally diverse researchers. Researchers would fill the role of cultural workers on
this political issue. They would be drawn on as essential participants in policy de-
bates, highlighting the points of debate that are clarified by research findings. To
take one example, a prominent objection to remedial courses at the college level
offered by opponents of such courses is that they are too expensive 8 They contend
that remedial programs end up costing taxpayers a large amount of money. Not
only are taxpayers paying for students to learn this material in high school, but they
must also pay for some students to be taught the same material in public colleges
and universities as well. This results in a double cost. In addition, critics argue, it is
very difficult to accurately estimate the full cost of remedial education programs
due to the stigma associated with them and the often-fuzzy definition of what con-
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stitutcs a remedial program.* Interestingly, educational research has shown that
remedial education programs generally cost slightly less than one percent of an in-
stitution's yearly budget.5® In raw numbers, this means that remedial programs
cost approximately $1 billion dollars per year of an overall public higher education
budget of $1 15 billion dollars. Thus, in relative terms, the programs may cost very
little to administer and run. These findings make clear the actual financial costs of
remedial programs, and as such, aid in the communications of the policy actors. To
take another example, remedial programs also are often criticized because they
purportedly serve to lower academic standards and achievement. Researchers
Lavin , Alba, and Silberstein (1981) found that exposure to remedial courses made
no significant negative or positive differences for students in terms of academic
achievement, grade point averages, retention, or graduation. They also found that
success in remedial courses did make a difference for students who passed their re-
medial courses. Such students were more likely to persist and graduate college
than comparable students who did not take remedial courses. If success at remedial
courses correlates with overall college success, and failure at remedial courses cor-
relates with overall college failure, then researchers have contributed an intriguing
response to some of the basic criticisms of remedial education. Conservative crit-
ics may be satisfied because there is evidence that standards are not substantially
lowered by remedial courses. And liberals may be satisfied because students'
equality of educational opportunity is expanded by the availability of remedial
courses. Furthermore, these findings suggest that there could be a resolution for
the conflicting goal priorities within institutions of higher education. Institutions
can strive both to contribute to an expansive opportunity structure for all students
and to foster high level academic research and scholarship.

In addition, a critical deliberative decision-making process would attend more to
the view of those people who have the most to gain or lose depending on the policy
decision. Students, those arguably most affected by the outcome of the remedial
debate, have had to deal with tangible policy changes at institutions of higher
education. Although many remedial programs remain in place, others have been
reduced or abolished.®® Certainly, the reasons for students' need for remedial edu-
cation courses vary, but the acknowledgment or recognition of systemic inequali-
ties that students have experienced would allow actors in this debate to move from
monolithic perspectives and perhaps develop a more balanced understanding of
the issue. Researchers employing nonmainstream and participatory methods of in-
quiry, for instance, can introduce a "discourse of difference"®’ into the deliberative
process that challenges the mainstream assumptions about remedial education.
Embracing research that documents students' lived experiences rather than privi-
leging research that involves pure data gathering, fixed sampling strategies, and
generalizable results. can provide a counterargument to the prevailing view within
higher education that seems to blame personal or cultural factors such as race, eth-
nicity, or socioeconomic status for limited academic preparedness. Such efforts to-
ward balanced representation in determining the existence, need, or continuation
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of remedial education can move the discussion from focusing primarily on individ-
ual shortcomings to institutional ones in framing the debate. A critical deliberative
approach would take up the voices and lived experiences of those least represented
but with the most to gain or lose in the outcomes of the remedial debate. The delib-
erative process would provide conditions in which those directly affected by policy
outcomes are not included simply for emotional appeal, but as essential resources
and actors in policy negotiations. It would ensure that those most affected would be
included in deliberations about what is educationally worthwhile. This calls for ed-
ucational and other researchers whose inquiries counteract reductionist interpreta-
tions, negative stereotypes, and fictionalized representations of remediation, to en-
gage in more of a political struggle, to practice research as a political act.
Specifically, this requires that they function as cultural workers who inform and
mediate policy-making contexts, as well as guide the meaning, reception, and use
(as well as follow the potential misuse) of their work.%®

In sum, policy deliberations related to remedial education programs (as well as
any other education policy with personal and social implications) should include
individuals with diverse viewpoints on study advisory boards, engage issues be-
yond student achievement to ascertain more comprehensive understandings of the
issue, develop multiple kinds of research studies to review the policy from a multi-
tude of vantage points, and commit to long-term program evaluations before
championing policy conclusions.®® These efforts may offset power differentials in
the deliberation process by infusing mainstream interpretations of the remediation
issue with a multiperspectival discourse and understanding.

Although there is no guarantee that political cul-de-sacs can be penetrated to in-
clude more discursive forms of representation, these examples show how research
findings may play a central role in a critical deliberative decision-making process.
Interactions within the process of critical deliberation would give increased atten-
tion to relevant educational research findings rather than allowing ideology alone
to drive interpretations of research findings and policy initiatives.

As mentioned earlier. inequalities in power relations among those involved in
the policy debate are likely to enter into any deliberation and dialogue that may
take place. In the case of remedial education, it is often students of color and poor
students who come to college from inferior neighborhood public schools that rely
on remedial courses to level those public school inequalities. Ernest House (2001,
online) pointed out that "Americans have defined their educational system in such a
way as to ensure that African Americans (and often other minorities) are treated in
an exclusionary way." Under critical deliberative theory, more powerful policy
actors such as high level college administrators and members of boards of trustees
would be obliged to be accountable to the students who need remedial courses to
pursue selective higher education. Instead of focusing on political outcomes con-
cerning issues like academic standards and achievement, the policy process would
endeavor to reach mutual understandings between supporters and opponents of re-
medial education, by privileging reciprocity and dialogue. and building these ele-
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ments into critical policy debates. Of course, it is impossible to know what the policy
outcome would be if a critical deliberative strategy indeed was pursued in this example,
but our hope is that a result mutually acceptable to more interested par-ties would
emerge.

Conclusion

Ellen Condliffe Lagemann's (2000) historical analysis centers on what she called the
"troubling history" of educational research—an unwillingness to transcend ideological
frameworks. Note that we call for transcendence of ideological perspectives, not
dismissal or avoidance of such perspectives. It is not objectivity or neutrality for which
we advocate, but a more reasonable, honest approach to educational research and
policy. Differences in opinion, ideology, and interpretations of research are legitimate
and will continue. Moreover, the contemporary political environment in the United Sates
has been described as a "political spectacle”” in which contending with ideological
differences, particularly when they are embodied in "plain folk Americanisms"’* and
other influential symbols, presents a complex situation, especially for those pursuing
democratic educational outcomes. Recognizing that there is a spectrum of actors, a
range of competing discourses, and ongoing processes of change, our central concern in
this article has been to conceptualize one way, within a democratic society, to best
address intractable conflicts within educational research and policy and transcend the
use and influence of political ideology in the context of research-informed policy
dialogue. We have argued for a critical deliberative strategy, based on a combination of
critical cultural worker orientations and deliberative democratic approaches. Through a
critical deliberative approach, some headway may be made in ensuring that multiple
perspectives on controversial issues are taken into account by policy actors with diverse
and often divergent interests. By engaging in such practice, we can avoid educational
policies based on one-sided research and rhetoric, as well as mitigate educational
inequalities, and in so doing, build a fuller and richer democracy.
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70. Murray Edelman (1988) argued that the contemporary political milieu in the United
States resembles theater, comprised of a range of actors and intricate plots. The curtain con-
ceals the backstage action where irrational and manipulative politics by skilled but immoral
actors is really played out.

71. See Michael Apple (2001).
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