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In Defense of Outcomes-based Conceptions of Equal
Educational Opportunity

By Kenneth R. Howe

James Coleman’s’ suggestion that ‘equal educational opportunity’ may be interpreted
in terms of equal educational outcomas has taken a bit of a philosophical beating. The
focus of criticism derives from putative conceptual relationships that underpin what |
shall call the "outcomes entail choices™ argument, an argument which has the following
basic form: (1) an educational outcome results from the existence of an opportunity
plus the choice to exercise it; (2) choices freely vary among individuals; therefore (3)
insofar as educational cutcomes vary as choices to exercise educational opportunities
vary, equat educational oppartunity cannot be identified with equal educational outcomes.
Indeed, according to Nicholas Burbules and Ann Sherman,? “the equal [outcomes]
interpretation is not really a view of equal educational opportunity at all.”

In this paper | will challenge the view that the conceptual relationships among
opportunities, choices, and outcomes associated with the “outcomes entail choices”
argument serve in general to undermine outcomes-based?® conceptions of equal edu-
cational opportunity. Although this argument enjoys a good deal of plausibility when
applied to adults, it faces serious difficulties when applied to children. For, analyzing
the concept of apportunity in tarms of paradigm cases of adult choice making, a mode
of analysis that characterizes the "outcomes entail choices” argument, ignores the
complexities involved in applying the concept to children. Because children’s capacity
and responsibility for choice making are limited, the sense in which they enjoy
opportunities is attenuated. And because the locus for choices and the responsibility
for outcomes that foliow accordingly falls on surrogates — parents and the state —
not on children, it makes perfectly good sense, or so | shall argue, t0 endorse
“mandatory opportunities” for children, such that equalizing cenain educational out-
comes is required in the name of equal educational opportunity.

Removing the obstacle posed by the “outcomes entail choices™ argument will clear
the way for a consideration of broader guestions regarding the just allocation of
educational resources. | will entertain and reject libertarian and utilitarian distributive
schemes and then advance a scheme that combines Amy Gutmann's “threshold
principle”* with Kenneth Strike's Rawlsian approach.® By way of bridging the criticisms
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of the "'outcomes entail choices™ argument and quest: j i
ﬁducatiqna}’l resources, I will exami%e BurbulesqanZ“g?aser?':\);):';ﬂgsjt?:étﬂf: a;::ré -
formfhst, f'alctuahst.".and "results-based"” conceptions of equal educational o nE
tunity.® in t{us intermediary strand of argument | will seek to disentangle concemzo |
and normative controversies and to establish that the centrat question regarding & Sa?’f
_of educational opportunity (for children) is not the wholly conceptual one of »%he?he "3{
is coherent t¢ hold that the evidence for or against equailty is educational outcomr !
but the normalive one of which educational outcomes ought to be equalized. My gen esi
conciusion will be that when viewed as a criterion of distribution withiﬁ ayt?roa%ra
p_hllosopmcal !hegry of the just aflocation of educational resources, equalizing educgE
tional outcomes in the name of equal educational oppertunity is not only periecti
coherent, it is also more conducive to a just aftocation than the alternatives y

THE QUTCOMES ENTAIL CHOICES ARGUMENT

Although somewhat eiaborate arguments have been proffered.” "

eptau choices” argument baoils down ta the observation that%ecau:g 'optsgnu?#ttig(s)rz:rsl
either be exercised or passed up, ‘opportunity’ incorporates, as part of its meanin
the concept of choice. As a conseguence, or so the argument goes, equal educationgi
opportunity cannot be tdentified with equal educational outcomes. becauss choice
which are free to vary, determine outcomes. For example, an individua! who choosese:
one entree on a menu over another, say, spaghetti gver steak, can hardly later claim
to have _been t_jemed thg opportunity 10 have had steak because of the outcome
spaghetti for dinner. Similarly, a student who is accepted to both Harvard and State_t;
can hardly ciaim to have been denied the opportunity for a Harvard education if h
she frealy chooses to attend State U, niheor

Of course, these examples might require that some addition: it

in order fpr thgm to qualify as genuine opportunities, depending gﬁﬁ:dcl:to‘?'lrc;Zptt?JrT 2:
opportunity being employed. Because an individual might not have enough money t
ﬁﬂ‘ord a__staak or the tuition at Harvard, these so-called opportunities could be dub){’)eg

form_al. Iq order for them to be “actual,” to be oppeortunities that actually could b
exercised, it would be necessary 1o ensure that the individuals in question could indeeg
afford the price of st_eak or four years at Harvard. Were such conditions met, choice
woqid be the only thing free to vary and, accordingly, whether a given outco;ne
reathecti ‘::'Fu(d be detgrmined solely by what individuals chose to do was

ut there are additional complications, What if an indivi is i
steak? What if an ir!d‘ividual is unable to meet Harvard's acafi‘;?fllié:se‘;??a?:zemredﬁsﬁ
ments?_Do these individuals enjoy real opportunities to have steak or to attend Ha?varz-
rqspectwe}y? In general, actualist conceptions open a Pandora’s box regarding wh '
things go into determining whether an individual has an actual, versus a mersl %I}:’n;t
opportunity. Regarding equal educational opportunity in particular, should natix bili /
counTt_':I family values about education? incoma? ' e abllty
ese sorts of questions indicate the kinds of complexities t i

conceptions of equal educationat opportunity. Later | will sﬁggetststh:ta;cgt’bzglitsl?aar:%tcl:s::? \
do not provide a genuine option betwean farmalist and ocutcomes-based conceptionss-

6. Burbules and Sherman, “Equal Educational O ity:
\ ‘ pportunity: Ideal or Ideclogy’’
) 7. Of course, no one advanAces just the argument | outline, but ! trust the rea%:r will recognize
rﬁs general form. in various guises, arguments very close to it are profiered by Onora 0'%\! il
Oppoﬁunltses. Equalities, and Education,” Theory and Decision 7, no. 4 {1976); 275-95; Fiatla h
g:g?é:y gg?g?uzr;ga%gd F;ts':,\.'\;"lltllgr\g Requirement,” Proceedings of the Phr‘!o\sopf'ry of Ed'ucaﬁgn
R -309; Robert Ennis, “Equality of Educational Opportunity’’ £ /

26, no. ¥ (1976): 3-18; Burbuies and Sherman, "'E j o sl
R : : , "Equal Educational Opportunity; ideal "
105-14: Nfgholas Burbules, Btian Lord, and Ann Sherman, "Eq&ﬁy, Equ};l (;:ap;,rru:?:iatdog“d
gﬁl{c;:no: ﬁduci”on&\it Evalu.:Arr’on and Polity Analysis 4, no. 2 (1982); 169-87; and, most re)t’:'er?trl‘y
ristopher Jancks, “Whom Must We Treat Equalt ional unity .

s hasey Siaa qually for Educational Opportunity to Be Equal?
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in virtue of acknowledging the importance of the interaction among outcomes and
personal characteristics, they amount to no more than a species of oulcomes-based
conceptions. First, however, | will calt into questicn the mare general assumption,
common to formalist and actualist conceptions alike, that the concept of opportunity
is {or at Jsast need be) inextricably bound up with the concept of choice.

Tha notion that oppartunities are inextricably bound up with choices results trom
drawing general conclusions from paradigm cases of adult opportunity, like the aarliar
ones of whather to have a steak or to go to Harvard. But concepts do not necassarily
preserve the same meanings and implications when they cccur in contexts and
expressions that differ from typical ones. Wittgenstein declares that "meaning is use"
and warns: "Language is a labyrinth of paths. You approach from one side and you
know your way about; approach the same place from another side and you no longer
know your way about.”* There seems t0 me 1o be no good reason to assumae that
‘opportunity’ must preserve the same meaning when the labyrinth is approached from
the side of what to have for dinner as when it is approached from the side of ‘equal
educational opportunity’.

By way of illustration, the concept of the right to an education shares an important
feature with the concept of equal educational opportunity: like opportunities, rights are
typically discretionary. For instance, the right to free speech does not require that
individuals exercise it. But rights are not always discretionary in this way, tor the right
o an education is not something that can be passed up, at ieast not prior 1o the age
of sixteen. The peculiar nature of this kind of right has led Joel Fineberg to dub it a
“mandatory right'¥ — a right that must be exercised. Such rights need not be seen as
efther mysterious or incoherent; they simply smbody in one concept the coincidence
of two norms. The right to an education in particular embodies society’s interest in
{compufsory} education as well as individuals’ interest in obtaining it. Equal educational
opportunity embodiss these two norms as well, albeit in a more restrictive form. There
is thus no obvious reason why constraining individual choice is any more inconsistent
with respect to equal educational opportunity than it is with respect to the right to an
education.

The lacuna from which outcomes-based conceptions are supposed to suffer stems
largely from critic’s penchant to ignore the peculiar meaning the concept of equal
educational opportunity takes on when it is applied to children. One way to see this
particularity is to examine what is involved in denying an individual an opportunity.
Daniel Dennett observes that there are two ways to deny opportunities: brute force
and withholding information needed for deliberation.”® These two ways seem straight-
forward encugh when it comes to adults: jailers deny prisoners the opportunity to take
in a movie, and the Soviets keep information secret that would provide the United
States with the opportunity to gain a strategic advantage. Things are more complicated
with respect to chitdren, howaver. One of the things aducation is supposed to do is to
make children good information users or, in more traditional language, to make them
rationally autonomeus; children are thus incapable {up to a certain point at least) of
being denied opportunities in Dennett’'s information sense, since they don't know what
to do with information even when it is provided. Moreover, in order to make them into
good information users, rationally autonomous citizens, it is perfectly reasonable to
deny childran opportunities in Dennett's brute force sense. Children's opportunities,
then, exist only in attenuated form; accordingly, choices are legitimately denied them

in the interest of promoting genuine opportunities down the road, after they mattre.

In this way, equal educational opportunity bears 8 special relationship to egqual
opportunity more generally construed. As Chartes Frankel observes, ""There
are ... contexts in which the primary desideratum {of equality of opportunity] is

8. Ludwig Wittgenstein, The Philosophical Investigations (New York: Macmillan, 1859), 82.

9. Joal Fineberg, "A Postscript to the Nature and Vaiue of Rights,” in Rights, Justice, and
the Bounds of Liberty [Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1980). 158-58.

10. Daniel Dannett, Efbow Room: The Varisties of Free Wili Worth Wanting (Cambridge, Mass.:

MIT Press, 1984).
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developmental, educational, the evoking of potentialities”'"" Certain educational out-
comes are thus enabling relative to other social goods: children need certain knowledge
and intellectual skills in order to both have and exercise opportunities in meaningful
ways. This is precisely why parents, schools, and the state exsrcise opportunities on
children’s behalf and why it is perfectly sensible to claim that restricting educational
choice — for instance, when a parent insists that a child attend school over the child’s
protest or when the state insists that a child attend school over the parent's protest —
promotes a child's educational opportunities.

Admittedly, embracing the notion of a “mandatory opportunit ," a bit of a con
oddity, is not the only tack that might be taken agains¥ th?'oppor)t(unities enta?locrscigta?’l
argument. In particular, insofar as the concept of a mandatory opportunity is indeed
conceptually counterintuitive, one might seek to avoid its use (but nonetheless abandon
the “outcomes entails choices’” argument) by directly endorsing the principle of
equalizing educational outcomes for children and thereby setting the question of
equalizing opportunities aside. In this way, one could avoid the concept of a mandatory
opportunity by simply abandoning the notion that the concept of equal educational
opportunity ought to be applied to children,

Although this proposal deserves careful consideration,™ in this articte | can only
briefly sketch the kind of criticism to which it is vuinerable. In general, although there
is nothing wrong with the proposal in the abstract, it pays a heavy price in order mersly
to save certain intuitions about conceptual relationships. For example, insofar as
children’s right to an education Is mandatary, the same basic conceptual intuition —
that rights and opportunities are typically discretionary — which would show that equal
educational opportunity should not be applied to children would show that the right to
an education shoutd not be applied to children. In terms of the larger picture, it probably
does more violence to common usage and understanding, and to worthy political goats
to deny that children have rights and opportunities that must be exercised on their
behalf - by parents or the state — than to deny that children indeed have rights and
opportunities. Transferring to the state and parents the power to exercise rights and
opportunities on children’s behalf makes neither the state nor parents bearers of such
rights and opportunities. Instead, it simply creates the conditions for conflict betweer
the state and parents and, insofar as they both have a legitimate interest in the kind
and extent of education provided to children, gives rise to claims on behalf of children
that the state and parents may make against ong another.

The notion of a mandatory opportunity is of course harder to apply when it comes
to adults, just like the notion of a mandatory right. {Although such mandatory rights
are not unheard of. The right to vote is mandatory in democracies such as Australia's.)
But this simply implies that the meaning of the concept shifts with context. in particular,
its meanings shift as judgments about the justifiability of paternalistic interference ir:
choice making shift. For example, although equal educational opportunity should be
extended to children by means of mandatory opportunities, it should ha extended to
adults by means of free adult education which may be undertaken at their discretion.?
If one is sensitive to the possibility of somewhat unusual concepts, like mandato'ry
rights and opportunities, and to the special conditions that affect meaning, like children's
failure to possess opportunities in their full-blown sense, then rejecting outcomes-
based conceptions of equaf educational opportunity wholesale, based on the "outcomes
entail choices™ argument, seems altogether too facile.

11. Charles Frankel, "Equaiity of Opportunity” Ethics 81, no. 3 {1971} 191-211, 203

12. Onora O'Neill, for example, “Children’s Rights and Ghildren's Lives,’ Ethics 98, no. 3
(1968): 445-63, suggests thal the language of rights should be replaced by the tanguage of duties
when it comes to children, partly becausa rights must be asserted on children's behatf {by parsnts
or the state). Given the parallel between mandatory rights and mandatory opportunities, & similar
argument coutd be used to support the abandonment of the concept of equal ec:iucational
opportunities as a concept that applies to children.

13. Gutmann, Democratic Education.
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FoRMALIST, ACTUALIST, AND OUTCOMES-BASED CONCEPTIGNS'™

The argument of the first section called into question the largely unexamined
presumption that choice is a conceptually necessary aspect of opportunity. This section
will concentrate on the same general question but will approach it from a different
angle. | will take Coleman's suggestion that “inputs must be effective,” i.e., must be
interpreted in terms of outcomes, as my point of departure and then argue that from
among the three alternative conceptions of equal educational opportunity identified by
Burbules and Sherman'® — “formalist," “actualist,” and "equal results’’ - the first is
untenable and the second collapses into the third. As far as possible, | will eschew
questions of distributive justice, about which | will have much to say in the next section.
The basic aim of this section is to establish that the central issue pertaining to equal
educational opportunity concerns normative commitments regarding which outcomes
public education is responsible for providing or mitigating, not whether equai educational
opportunity per se should be interpreted in terms of equalizing educational outcomes.

Inputs Must Be "Effective”

The notion that equal educational opportunity might be outcomes-based gets off
the ground as soon as one observes that the only way to make much sense of what
counts as an equal opportunity to education is to determine what features of schools
are germane to educational cutcomes: in Coleman’s language, "inputs must be
effective.”'® Although Coleman’s finding that the characteristics of students’ classmates
are a more powerful predictor of sducational outcomes than school facilities or teachers'
credentials may have come as a surprise, it should not have come as a surprise that
he didn't bother to investigate variabtes like the color of school walls.”” Wall ¢olor, and
a host of other potential inputs that might be imagined, like teachers average height
and the color of their hair, are simply not the sorts of inputs that are relevant features
of opportunity. In ganeral, the only features of a situation that determine the level of
educational opportunity are those that have been demonstrated to be, or can be
reasonably be inferred to be, causally linked to educational outcomes.

Given this basic observation, a general outcomses-based schema for equality of
educational opportunity may be formulated as follows: Educational outcomes must be
equalized, controlling for equality on X,. . .X,. What this formula means is that there are
various inputs (indicated by X....X.} that morally justify departures from equality of
outcomes. These inputs are then employed to create reference groups of students
such that educationat outcomes must be equal only within the groups in question, not
among them. For instance, in one of his formulations Coleman suggests that family
background may serve as a relevant input, in which case children are afforded equal
educational opportunity if the educational outcomes they enjoy are equal to the outcomes
for those with similar family backgrounds. Other candidates for morally relevant input
(X's) include student ability, motivation, and interest (the sort of inputs used to justify
the unequal educational outcomes associated with ““tracking’’ schemes, magnet schools,
and so forth).

Before applying these observations to formalist and actualist conceptions of equal
educational opportunity, it should be noted that not even thoroughgoing outcomes-
based conceptions advance {or need advance) the position that educational cutcomes
must be equalized, period. That is, any such conception will have to have some inputs
{some X's} for determining what comparisons are relevant. For example, the cutcomes
that should be equal for first-graders obviously will be different than the outcomes for
high school seniors; likewise, there will be special cases, like severe emctional

14. Major portions of this section are taken from my “Equality of Educational Opportunity as
Equality of Educational Qutcomes,” Proceading of the Philoscphy of Education Society (forthcoming}.

15. Burbules and Sherman, 'Equal Educational Cpportunity: Idea! or Ideslogy”’

16. Coleman, "The Concept of Equality of Educational Opportunity””

17. This example owes to Strike, Educational Policy and the Just Society.
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disturbances, such that the ordinary outcome i i

) ) requirements will be un i i

Sgnsu?gg_slm? iater that the dt&arenc_e between outcomes-based ang agf:ii:;;saflc%nl g

unesu:} éﬂ’é g c:re of daegree —— a difterange regarging what factors t)(“s) may ugz?y

un greated rr?otsoc:’e \;};at tfotr::es tg the same thing, what reference groups slhouid
d— whether educatichal outg i ith

groups. First, however, | will dismiss formalist conce%rggrsas.shou}d e eqvalized within

Why Formalist Conceptions Are Untenable

A formalist conception of equal educati j
ational opportunity, as the n,
23:‘%50 |t2?\fj s;olg)r:‘% Zf; né) ;c;r_mal t:‘arriers exist to an individual's or groﬁ?? :ggagse;tt%
, ONTe N schodl, no formal barriers exist 1o avail j
: ! : a
;i?%gcs;bgqugl tuaxciucatttona\i opportunity exists. The position taken by ?‘:!;: ?:L:;f\u?nal
o0 nf ;ari L';Tt rfageffﬁgzateg Lguhu '?ﬁc?ofs case {1974) may serve as an iuustrat?oic‘%
_ vas on behalf of Chinese chiidren because :
rf:w:gr:;ag?ﬁuwtructmn In English {the only language in which mstructiotxh?a; %k:ftgr rl!.o)t
the San 1 neisco public §choc>'.§ responted with a formalist argument: providin eh ‘
s g?fet;]na;iucz r:oth:1r:L?e ::jh_ﬂﬁ;ﬁn. in the form of the same texts, Jeachers and facigtita:
e required in the name of equal educational on ity, .
at ¢ ; ariunity,
g’o{‘lgt dlir;rised this ‘largument as foll'p\{vs: “Under these state-ﬁr?posec"l L;l’;vga:.sdiptrgme
o e i, o SeEiowing snts win ne same fais, lextoooks
. : fa 5 who do not undarstan i : ively
g‘ecloigd from any meaningfui education.””® in shary, the goﬁ?tgl:?&g:de:ef?ves);
mar:,(c;;; :E: ;503:;1;36: lgg#gart_)ongl‘opportun?ty, tacitly accepting Cofeman's obsew;&i
clive,” i.e., f i
thalt inputs Le.. must be causally linked to desirable educational
The Court’s appeal to the notion of * i
' : ; maaningful education” irituiti
tskz’ari gefngme.qpportumty requires morg than the ramovat of fcrmalct?;trlgf: Ere;‘;nt:rtron
handiga mggtumn dthaé‘ is mvokeq to justify policies like busing, education :;ar ama
oo 2pm { ang ia 'rmative action. The general principle underlying each of the o
%1} 65 (s thatindividual and sacial charactaristics are constitutive of ove's opportunit N
at is, dett_ermrpmg whather an individual (or groupj is afforded an equalpso Ur':ltle’s-
;eeqtunres taTkmg #HO Account how individual and social characteristics interac?pv?'ﬂ:]rt]rr\ty
m: uris t; thg educational setlng. For example, insofar as there is not law E: inst
p'ays:vg % z S(eft.;:nfgst,thse\ﬁg Ams'hes antd who can jump about a faot off the grg?:cijt
i a8 1 possess an egual opportung j
. . - - ! t
;ormauy speaking. it s stretching things more than a HE‘(SI)S. how};v:r F:? )':;L;n teh; T\BA'
a:e a genuine opportunity, fet alone one squal to Magic Johnson's l’n gene%gl it oons
sutcome is simply unattainable for an individual, he or she has no c}pportun'ra ‘tl onjoy
lé. Similarly, If conditians axigt that disninish an individual's chances of anain‘:ny a ghuon
orff;j{?eiot'h?nns ;L:IGCJ; csnad:::pns g;’so diminish that individual’s opportunity, in %hae %‘;ig
. K , teaching inese-speakin i i i (revin
Qppwr?mty 1o benefit trom schooling. peaking children in English diminishes their
at to do about diminished or nonexist ity i
_ : _ : ent opportunity is, of cour i
Z_md qf quis_tson. For instance, getting philosaphers into the NBA isn‘? \?gr‘ ; f;ﬁm'hem
nst;(r;ng children get a decent education is. Demonstrating why this shgu?d gs:ng,
;vdou t_qurcrkiy lead to subst_an!ws normative questions about the just allocati ?15?
Th:éca El’?‘n?alresqurctss. questions | am largely trying to forestall untit the next selgti n
m gene! ; point | want to make here is simply thai formalist accounts of oni
° ucatlfona oppor_tumty dre untenable because they prasuppasa imp(ausib!eo ey
ons of both ‘having an opportunity’ and ‘having an equal opportunity” eoneep-

18. An account of this case mdy be found in is Fi
Lo ji i
Ke“?; Jaﬁgzersaggd the Law, 2nd ed. (New York: Jl_ongmu:n F;s&:g%r. Pavid Senimrmel, and Cynteia
. -, . ' ‘
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How Actualist Congeplions Are Oulcomes Based

Actualist congeptions alempt 1o avoid the defect in Yormafist conceptions, bul
nonetheless do stop short of more tharoughgoing outcomes-based accounts. Actualist
conceptions may be distinguished from formalist anes in virtue of acknowledging the
importance of individual and social characteristics in identifying opportunities; they may
be distinguished trom more thoroughgoing outcomes-brased concepiions in virtue of
denying ihat faking individual and social gharacteristics intg account antails equalizing
educational butcomes. What t intend to show in the remainder of this section is that
in virtue of moving beyond merely formal characteristics of opportunity ta inciude
individual and sotial characteristics, actualist conceptions tacitly embrace equality of
educational outcores as the criterion of equal educational oppartunity. They stop short
of mofe thoroughgaing outcames-based conceptions not by avoiding the criterion of
equality of educational outcomes, but only by endorsing more kinds of inputs as
justifying departurgs irom equality.

Consider the Lau decision in terms of the schema introduced earlier -~ Educational
outcomes must be egualized, controfling for eguality on ¥,.. X, The effect of the
decision is to deny that being non-English-speaking is tha sort of input (X) that should
be controlled for, .e., its effect is to deny that being non-English-speaking is the sort
of input that is moraliy relevant. Accordingly, and against formalist concaptions, becausa
teing non-English-speaking is causally finked to not performing well in an English-
based curriculum, active steps have to be taken 1o adjust the curficulum to the Jearner
so as lo elminate the effects of peing non-English-speaking. Thus, Lau ustrates two
dimensions of {nanformalist) reasoning about equal educational opportunity: (1) a known
or presumed causal linkage between some input and some educational outcoms, and
{2y a hormative question about whether the input in guestion is morally relevant in the
sense that it justifies unedual outcomes.

Ganeralizing these two fealures of the Lau decision, the question of causal linkages
between educational inputs and cutcomes does not distinguish actualist conceptions
fom outcomes-based canceptions (or from formalist conceptions for that matter);
questions about such linkages are empirical matters that float free of conceptions of
equal educational opportunity. )f actualist conceptions are o permit departures from
equality of outcomes that mare tharoughgoing putcomes-based conceptions would not,
then they must do so by vinue of permitiing more kinds of inputs to justify unequal
putcomes. Formally, the differenca betwaen actualist conceptions and outcomes-pased
conceptions boils down 1o the difference, raspectivaly, betweon Edycational putcornes
must be equalized, controfiing for equality on X.. .. X, and Educatianal outcomes must
be equalized, controiting for equality om X,. . X o Whether a given X is Lansally ket
io desirable educational outcomes is something about which actualist and outcomaes-
based conceptions do hot dictate different answers, and, unike formaiist conceptions,

both take the evidence provided by educationa! cutcomes to be important.

if this characterization of the relationship batween actualist and outcomes-based
conceptions is corTect, ang it $eems 1o be the only way in which actualist canceptions
can occupy & Middle ground batween formalist and outcomes-based conceptions of
equal educational opportunity, then the difetence beatwean the two doeés not turn on
the appeal to outcomes per se. Rather, tha difference between the kind of reasoning
associated with actualist conceptions and e kind assotiated wih more horoughgoing
cutcomes-based goncepiions is wholly a normative ane whereas actualist conceplions
would hold that schools have no responsibility to mitigate things like unequal ability,
interest, and perhaps motivation, more thoroughygoing outcomes-based conceptions
would deny this. That is, more thoroughgoing aultcomes-based conceptions tend 10
lurmp things ke ability, interest, and motivation in with things like race and being non-

English-speaking — things that are not fegitimate for greating differential referénce
groups. Thus, to the extent that they tend more readily to include things like abilily,
interest, and motivation among the class of educational inpus that are not o be
tampered with, actualist conceplions are mote formatist, nopinterventionist, or libertarian
than more thoroughgoing ocutcomes-based conceptions. (n the end, then, actualist
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- Th dolog ; ption is defended by Kenneth Strike, * i
ﬁlfoﬁizlr:c;n in Education,” in Microleve! Schoo! Financa:yfssueseanc?l;r:(;m I'he Eiics 0!' Resource
Mo and .J. ynderwood (Cambridge, Mass.: Ballinger, 1988), ch anee Folicy, 8. .
21. | owe this example to Nick Burbules. ' + chap. 6. 143-80.
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responsible for his failure. in this way. the example of Johnny is an instance of the
way in which the “outcomes entail choices” argument might be applied to children
after all and, accordingly, is a challenge to outcomes-based conceptions of equal
educational opportunity as well.

There are least two ways in which ons might respond to the exampie of Johnny.
One way is to endorse the intuition associated with the “outcomes entail choices”
argument and to view Johnny as having been indeed provided with an equal educational
opportunity. Another way is 10 view Johnny's performance as evigence of a failure to
provide equal educational opportunity, a failure that results from ignorance of what
interventions might be appropriate on the model of, say, dyslexia, before it was identified
as a serious obstacle to learning. This second way appeals to the intuition that children
are not to be held responsibie for thair educational choices {at least not insofar as
holding them responsible is not itself educativey? — a moral intuition that confligts with
the conceptual intuition associated with the "outcomes entail choices” argument.

Although such conflicts in intuitions frequently leave argument at an impasse, in
this case a test exists which suggests the second intuition should outwsigh the first
and suggests, accordingly, that the challenge to outcomes-based conceptions of equal
sducational opportunity posed by children like Jonhnny fails. The test is simply this:
suppose some technique was discovered that would vastly improve Johnny's perfar-
mance, for example, psychological counselling, biofeedback, tripling his library time, of
whatever, and suppose Johnny would rather spend his time playing video games. Would
his parents and school authorities be justified in requiring him to undergo the effective
technigue against his expressed wishes? If the answer to this question is “yes,” and
in my estimation this is the only reasonable answer, then it follows that it is morally
permissible, indeed obligatory, to override Johnny's choices.

What tollows in tun is tnat the example of Johnay will not do what it is supposed
to do. As | intimated earlier, whetner the discretionary sense of opportunity associated
with the “outcomes entail choices” argument or the nondiscretionary sense associated
with ““mandatory opportunities” applies depends on whaether paternalistic interference
is justified. If Johnny were eighteen, slinging hash at the local diner, and refused to
further his education, his cholce would have to be honored. Since Johnny is ten,
however, it is not wrong-headed to override Johnny's choices in order to achieve the
educational outcomes that would further his best interests. The problem, instead, is
simply that no one knows what should be done in order to produce the right educational
outcomes, no one knows what educational inputs would be effective.

OUTCOMES-BASED CONCEPTIONS OF EQUAL Epucational OPPORTUNITY
AND THE JUST ALLOCATION OF EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES

My discussion to this point has been designed to show that wholly conceptual
arguments against outcomes-based conceptions of equal educational opportunity,
particularly the *‘cutcomes entail choices'' argument, are inconclusive at best. In the
process, | also showed how normative considerations regarding the justifiability of
paternalistic interference are an inescapable consideration and are the only means by
which to distinguish “'actuaiist” from “results-based” conceptions. This section will
focus on a positive defense of outcomes-based conceptions within the hroader
normative context, particularly within the context of theories of justice.

Following Strike® and Gutmann,? 1 will make two general methodological assump-

52, | do not mean to suggest here that moral education cannot begin untii children become
adults, not that it must be purely a matter of conditioning prior to this point. Instead, 1 am
suggesting that chidren are to be shaped, using moral argument and the concept of moral
responsibility as appropriate, hut are not to be granted full autonomy of held fully accountable
untit they develop the capacily for "effective deliberation.” For a discussion of this point, see
Martha Nussbaum, The Fragility of Goodness {New York: Cambridge University Press, 1986), chap.
9, and especially sec. 5.

23. Strike, Educational Policy and the Just Saciaty.

24, Gutmann, Democratic Education.
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Libertarians would, of course, concede that conditions of poverty may be unjust —
provided, that is, they pass a very strict test. In order to be unjust, such conditions
must demonstrably result from a history of unjust “transfers™* — as in the case of
slavery, for instance — not from the effacts of social determination, such that inequality
of outcomes constitutes good evidence of inequality of oppartunity. But how is libertarian
theory to be used to guide the formulation of practical policy? For example, there can
be little question that blacks still suffer the effects of slavery and that the transfer ot
vast North American ragions from native Americans to European settlers was unjust.
Is the solution to trace the histories of the transfers for each individual and to “'rectify”
all of those that are deemed unjust? This seems a horribly comptex, indeed impossible,
task.
The problems do not end here. Even if by some miracle everything could be put
right, it wouldr't be long until gross inequalities would again begin to arise —- children
whose parents made bad deals, succumbed to drugs, who deserted them, and so
forth, would be put &t a severe disadvantage because of the bad choices of their
parents. Perhaps the obvious response for a libertarian is to appeal to the principle of
merit as the means by which to distribute educational opportunities. But this response
faces at least two serious problems. First, the likelihood that children will become
academically meritorious s determined by how they have fared in the “lottery.” Thus,
the questions of determining the history of transfers and of mitigating bad parental
choices arise anew. Second, it is by no means obvious that the appeal to merit is
theoretically consistent. Because libertarianism is based on free-market/free-contract
principles, parents would seem free to distribute educational opportunities on the basis
of any criterion to which they freely agree, inciuding (and especially) ability to pay.
Embracing ability to pay as the principle of distribution is tantamount to abandoning
the principle of equal educational oppartunity altogether and treats children as if they
were their parents’ ¢chattel. On the other hand, if merit is truly to serve in a libertarian
scheme as the criterion of distribution of educational opportunities, then it must be
incorporated as an additional principla that limits the kinds of agreements that can be
struck. There is thus no way to sanction any plausible principle of distribution without
moving beyond the confines of libertarian political theory.

Meritocratic Utilitarianism

Utilitarianism is notorious for the number of interpretations to which it is open, and
| shall focus on the version | believe is most pertinent with respect to the issue of
equal educational apportunity: “meritocratic utilitarianism.” This is the basic framework
empioyed in a Nation at Aisk®™ and is made up of two principles: (1) educational pokicies
are to be evaluated on the basis of their effects on ecenomic productivity, and (2)
educational opportunities are to be distributed (and designed} on the basis of econom-
ically valuable skilis.

A program like Head Start, for example, could be justified on the grounds that it
promotes equal educational opportunity by distributing opportunities on the basis of
economically valuable skills, “‘merit.” Because such economically valuable skills would
otherwise go undetected and undeveloped, such a program for the disadvantaged also
maximizes productivity. Meritocratic utilitarianism has no difficuity with the notion that
government ought to distribute resources in order to achieve desirable outcomes —
indeed, that is the major aim for the theory -- and equal educational cpportunity is
simply one potential device for promoting this aim. Thus, unlike lipertarianism, utilitar-
ianism has no built-in hostility toward oulcomes-based conceptions of equal educational

opportunity.

27. Nozick, Anarchy, State, and Ulopia.
28. The National Commission on Excellence in Education, A Nation at Risk (Washington, D.C.:

U.S. Government Printing Office, 1983). My Interpretation of the kind of distributive principle
underlying this report draws heavily on Kenneth Strike's “Is There a Confiict between Equity and
Excellence?" Educational Evaluation and Policy Anaiysis 7, no. 4 (1984): 408-15.
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Liberal Communitarianism
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The shortcomings of libertaria

Gutmann’s view is that, wit
“democratic threshold”" necessa
The threshold is an outcome crits
the “'democratic authorization pring
for equality above the threshold.

To understand Gutmann's democratic
necessary o place them within her broa
fundamental problem she seaks to solve is how t
sociaty without invoking undemocratic methods O
two principles that must constrain democratic deliberation,
be voted down on pains of voting down democracy itself:
“nonrepression.” She describes these principtes as follows:

threshold and authorization principles, it is
der educational and political theory. The
o ensure the existence of a democratic
f doing so. Her solution is to propose
two principles that cannot
“nondiscrimination” and

The pringiple of nonrepression prevants ine state, and any group within it,
from using education 10 restrict rational detiperation o competing conceptions
of the good life and the good society. . . - Nondiscrimination extands the logic
of nonrepression, since states and families can be selectively raprassive by
excluding entire groups of children from schooling of denying them an sducation
conducive to deliberation among conceptions of the good lite and tne good
society™
The threshold principle, also a principle that constrains democratic deliberation,
comes into play in fleshing out “an education conducive to deliberation.” Fhat is, in
order for individuals to engage in the democratic activity of “‘conscious social Tepro-
duction,” they must be adequately equipped to do 0. again, on pains of undermining
democracy itseif, Nonrepression, nondiscrimination, and the demoacratic threshold
principle thus function in Gutrmann's theory to restrict the sphere of individual, family,
and community choice; they embody the legitimate interests of a democratic state in
preserving itself as well as children’s interest in protection and development. In this

way, the interests of both a democratic soclety and its citizens in an adequate education

are served,

Guimann provides maneuver space for democtatic deliberation and individual
choice above the threshold by means of her "democratic authorization principle.”” She
dismisses both what she calls “ggualization” (equalizing all chiidren on all outcomes)
and “maximization' (educating ail children up to the maximum tnat their capacities
allow). “Equalization™ on all outcomes would be inordinately costly, undesirable because
too homogenizing, or both; “maximization” would be st costly as to hold society
hostage to a “'maral ransam’’ with respact to the other goods it might wish to pursue.
For Gutmann, equalizing outcomes need not go beyond the threshold, but may: if a
community achieves the threshold and decides this is sufficient, then they have
discharged their responsibility; if a community achieves the threshold but decides o
devote further resources sducation, then it is free to do sO.

Gutmann restricts her theory it another way that permits mansuver space for
deliberation. Attaining the democratic threshold is the responsibility of “primary”’ (K-
17} education. Higher education serves other purposes which permit it to distribute
opportunities on the basis of criteria such as merit and, accordingly, to lat the chips
fall where they may regarding ouicomes. {On the other hand, insofar as K-12 education
fails 1o perform its function — the present state of aftairs in the United States — higher

and efiort to public

[
33. Gutmann, Demogcratic Education.
34, \bid., 44-45,
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as whether chitldren should be compelied to undergo it. The guestion the piuralism-
equality confiict raises is the conditions under which the state may legitimately overrule
community or individual discretion in order to ensure that opportunity is equalized,
however this is conceived.

The third charge against Gutrnann's analysis, that her threshold principle is too
weak, likewise does not turn on the feasibility of outcomes-based conceptions. On the
contrary, it rests on the view that a more thoroughgoing outcomes-based conception

is required.

Rawlsian Contractarianism

Strike® provides just such an outcomes-based conception: he endorses Gutmann's
threshold principie but demands more. Before proceeding with the details of Strike's
analysis, however, it should be noted that it is set against a Rawilsian theory of
distributive justice, ard a proper understanding of his views requires that they be
interpreted in that light. In the interast of keeping this essay manageable, | shail simply
have 10 assume some basic understanding of Rawis's theory on the part of the reader.®

According to Strike, the state indeed has the obligation to ensure that its citizens
are politically smpowered in the way Gutmann's threshold demands. Furthermore,
however, Strike contends that any systernatic differences in outcomes associated with
group membership that are not the result of “morally relevant” differences are the
mark of injustice, and that it is education’s responsibility — as a public institution that
importantly affects the lives of citizens — to intervene and eliminate injustice wherever
possible. Such inaqualities are not acceptable solely in virtue of being sanctioned by
democratic procedures, as Gutmann’s analysis suggests they would be.

Strike departs from Gutmann because of the way in which she dismisses "equal-
jzation”” as an accaptable intarpretation of equal educational opportunity. Although it is
not clear to me that Gutmann does what Strike charges her with — denying that there
are any such things as morally relevant differences — she nanetheless identifies
“agqualization’ with strict egalitarianism, i.e., with individual parity. She thereby ignores

the possibitity of a Rawlsian interpretation that focuses on group parity.

Strike identifies equalization above the threshold with group parity and proposes
a formula for ascertaining when such parity obtains. He claims that an educational
outcome is a function of thrae variables: morally irrelevant characteristics (MIC), morally
relevant characteristics (MRC). and opportunities. He characterizes the relationship
among these three variables as follows: "Outcomes = f(MIC, MRC, Opportunity).”* An
example of a morally relevant characteristic is academic abitity; an exarmple of a morally
irrelevant characteristic is race. Opportunities are, so to speak, soived for, given the
values of the other variables in the equation. For example, assume that, as a group,
blacks score lower on a high school graduation examination than whites. Solving
Strike’s equation woulth go as follows: (1) race is a morally irrelevant difference, {2)
academic ability is a morally relevant difference but is distributed in the same way
among races, (3) the outcomes as measured by the graduation test are unequal,
therefore (4) the educational opportunities afforded blacks and whites are unequal.

Strike would conclude from this result that policies should be implemented that will
eliminate the group differences in educational opportunities, i.e., differences in educa-
ticnal outcomes.

Strike identifies equal educational cpportunity with group parity. As a consequence,
equal educaticnal opportunity is a weak principle for Strike that cannot by itself
guarantee a just allocation of educational resources; it must be augmented with at
least two further principles. First, although individual parity, Gutmann's threshold

35. Strike, "“The Ethics of Resource Allocation in Education.”

36. See John Rawls, A Theary of Justice (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1971),
and “Kantian Constructivism in Moral Theory,” Journal of Philosaphy 77, no. 9 (1980) 515-72.
Also see Strike's Educational Policy and the Just Society.

37. Strike. “The Ethics of Resource Allocation in Education,” 2¢.
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principls in particular, is not really a principle of equal educati ity, f

_ r ! ally a p onal oppo i
prior requirement for the just distribution of educational resources. H?sp jL:g-tli?i'ct:)gtirtt)rirs—a
th_at nndlwduar§ must be empow_ereq {0 participate in the poiitical process — is identical
with Gutmann's, Second, distributions are subject to Rawls's "difference principle.”

individqars‘ black and white.
y Stnk.e‘-‘s gnaly_sus involves two primary difficulties, both of which he himself identifies
e says: "First, it may be argued that | have unreasonably assumed that morarI‘
relevant and morally irrefevant characteristics are independent. Second, it ma bg
argued that there are reasons why we should not use the expanded co’nceptio!; of
opportunity that appears in the [formula]”* | will entertain these criticisms of Strike's
aPaiI)’;)s;i, focussul'rg, as with the criticisms of Gutmann's view on the issue of how (if
at a € appeal to an outcomes-based conception ' i i
55 the Souren e propan oL p of equal educational opportunity
Strike concedes to the first objection that m
_ ‘ orally relevant and morally |
considerations may be coniounded_. He notes, for instance, the difficulty of disyeﬁ;::gianngt

teristics [and] then control for this association in a way that allows us to demonstrate

that any departures from parity result from the association between morally rel

and morally irrelevant characteristics,'® Y relevant
As Strike clearly recognizes, this solution is i i

- r , complicated by the issue of idi

just what is to count as a morally relevant consideration and the refated queds?i‘gg":)%

be outcomes based, it turns instead on the question of

departure.s from parity shall be endorsed, i.e., ic:turns on th‘:rﬁnasg;trs st’rt?asorfnshfor
the ;_)rlzrahsm versus equality controversy is to be resolved 9 on of how

e second objection o Strike's proposal, the oné involvi is **

congeption of opportunity," also rests on the pluralism versus eqﬂ;;ﬂg crgr?trossfsan?fd
_Stnke, a person’s opportunities are identified with the “entire set of enviro Yontal
mfluences”that interact with individual characteristicg'* and that “affect i"ela\.rar:lmm'ta||
outcomes. “' He denies that such an outcomes-based conception of opportunit?: .
"'conceptually odd” and contends that the real objection is to the kinds of the olis‘ .
itinvites. Spacifically, because communities and families loom so large as envir sy
influences, the fear is that the state will invade the home and communit I_?nn_aen;al
name of equal educational opportunity.*® Strike's response is thus the gar’nz 'gnsael

38. Ibid.

39. ibid,

40. 1bid., 19.

41. Ibid., 22.

42. Strike cites James Coleman, "Ine uglity, Sociof i . i
Journgf ?f Sogio!ogy BO (November 1974} TqSQ-G:. But gezg:,lsa‘\)ngamg;all:i:m;sqpag rtAmerrcan
Equahty.‘ Social Philosophy and Policy 5, no. 1 (1987): 32-48, and, in the samé I e Jamee
Nickel, “Equal Opportunity in a Pluralistic Society” 104-19, ' ' volume. James
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advanced earlier in defense of Gutmann's analysis: the pluralism-equality controversy
turns on how much authority a political theory is prepared to grant to the state, not on
whether equal educational opportunity may be sensibly interpreted as outcomes based.

An Qutcomes-based Conception

I shall now advance an outcomes-based conception of equat educationat opportunity
that combines Gutmann and Strike, and, consistent with my focus throughout, 1 shall
restrict the conception to children. The conception requires that educational outcomes
be equalized in two ways:

(1) Parity among individuals must be achieved regarding the outcomes that go into
the democratic threshold.

{2) Beyond the threshold, parity among groups of individuals is required on all
educational outcomes that affect an individual's chances to enjoy other social goods.
Moreover, distributions within groups must satisfy the “difference pringiple.”

it should be observed this conception is not altogether faithful to either Strike's or
Gutmann’s position. Gutmann does not endorse the more demanding conception of
equal educational opportunity that results from augmenting the threshold with group
parity and the difference principle; Strike contends that although the threshold must
be met in order for the distribution of educational resources to be just, the threshold
is not a part of the principle of equal educational opportunity.

! endorse Strike's more thoroughgoing requirsments for the same reason that he
gives: Gutmann’s failure 1o consider a conception of equalization bassed on group
parity. On the other hand, my agreement with Strike is not complste. | see no good
reason {o restrict ‘equal educational opportunity’ to group parity.

Strike does not say exactly why 'equal educational opportunity’ should be restricted
in this way; presumably, it follows from his intuitions about the meaning of ‘opportunity”.
in particular, he defines ‘opportunity’ in such a way that opportunities vary as morally
relevant individual characteristics and social influences vary — a person’s epportunities
are identified with the ““entire set of environmental influences that interact with individual
characteristics.” Given this definition, individual parity, as called for by the democratic
threshold, cannot be a principle of equal educational opportunity becauss it does not
permit educational outcomes to vary as morally relevant individual characteristics vary.
Thus, the democratic threshold must be construed as a principle distinct from the
principle of equal educational opportunity.

Although it is beyond the scope of this essay to provide much by way of elaboration,
my earlier discussion of “‘mandatory opportunities” suggests the general tack | would
take with respect to intuitions about the meaning of 'opportunity’. One feature of Strike's
analysis that seems to be particularly vulnerable is his apparent assumption that

“individual characteristics” are relatively stable and can be set over and against
“environmental influences.” He seems to embrace the adult paradigm of ‘opportunity’
and to thereby overiook the malleable nature of children and the attentuated sense of
opportunity that applies to them. Put in another way, Strike seems to overlook the
possibility that, with a few exceptions, there are no morally refevant differences in
individual characteristics with respect to the democratic threshold.®

Of course, Strike does endorse the state's obligation to shape and empower
children through education, but only by divercing this obligation from the concept of
opportunity and incorporating the threshold as a separate principle of the just allocation
of educational resources. The choice between Strike's position and mine thus boils

43. Interestingly, on the assumption of no moratly relevant differences relative to the threshokd,
a medified varsion of Strike's formula yields individual parity as the criterion of equal educaticnal
opportunity. The formula becomes: Qutcomes = f{Morally Irrelevant Characteristics, Opportunities).
Given this moditied version of the formula, any departure from individual parity must result from
one of two maorally objectionable sources: morally irrelevant characteristics of inequality of

opportunity. i
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down to the question of whether, afl things considered, it is b i
of aqu.a! educ_atignall opportunity such that equal educatfo:at}ec;;?):::ﬁigcrcr}lgcez::iosrt]
alongside a qls!nbu_tlonal scheme that on the whole unjustly distributes educ)zrational
resources (Strike's wgw) ortohave a conception such that equal educational opportunit
s tantamount to a distributional scheme that justly distributes educational re?sourceg
(""Y view). h_‘ nothing else does, the common perception that equal educational oppor-
tunity is sufficient as the criterion of the just allocation of educational resources g o
that the latter conception is more pramising. * Hogests
Before turning to my concluding 'remarks. several limitations

to be noted. First, confmipg My conception to children leavas alot O?Iermi,tgrrfﬁr?ggw;%d
The very fact that | divided the question in this way suggests that no all-purpose
conception of equal 9ducational Opportunity will do. In particylar some kind of “eorfn s;'?
concepthn is very likely appropriate for aduits, since state péternalism "mandatc:;l
opportunity” is not readity Justifiable. Second, and related to this, not onl'y must e un:
educational opportunity bg interpreted differently for aduits than f;:)r children, | susqegt
that even when the question is restricted to children, any really useful propc')sals rﬁ st
take into a(_:couqt the unique features of particular issups — education of the hanl:f
capped, affirmative action, tracking, desegregation, competency testing, vouch -
that fall under the more generat rubric of equal educational opportunity. , e

ConcLusion

This essay challenged a common (if not the rece; i
es eceived) view of equal educat;
opportunity: that outcomes-based conceptions are in general implaugible In aarfc;]rael
constructive vein, it also advanced and defended an outcomes-based concer;tion based

equalized is primarily a question of how impo ization | i
whex weighted against other values like pﬁ;rgl?:rtnfhe goalof equalization s, Sepecialy
ssuming that formal conceptions are untenable,* which | i
that students’ ingiividuai characteristics are constitutive of t‘;)r:e:f é:g?&%ﬂééogjtiﬂgg
become the logical measure of opportunity.*® But, if this i right, then dénying thast
outcomes ought to be equal is denying that Ooppaortunities ought to be equal. Since
nobody wants 1o deny that educational Cpportunity ought to be equal, critics of outc-:omes-
based conceptions try to siip the conclusion that unequal outcomes entail unequal
opportunities by appeal o the “outcomes entail choices” argumant, an argument ?h at
attacks outcomes-b_ased conceptions directly. But this strategy féils unless one p
prepared to hold children accountable for the individuar characteristics thay posses'z

44, Fallowing Rawls, Ennis, in "Equatity of Educational Gpportunity” distinoui
the “‘concept” and "coqceptions" of equal educational opportmit:uc;gﬁaﬁf::g? 'Z:ﬁsel:\zmen
the concept and (nonphﬂosqphers at least) believe it is a sufficient condition of they'ust allo or:'_,es
of rescurces. | am suggesting that a conception should capture these normative J\'e fi ang
perhaps am suggesting some conceptual revision in the process. Flures, and

46. This follows based on my earlier claim that * ist" j
T | actualist'' con i
Gpportunity collapse into outcomes-based conceptions ropians of equal educationsl
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or 10 grant parents wide discretion to determine their children’s educational outcomes.
Although | believe both of these positions are mistaken, the point — the confusion —
is that even If ane of them was correct, that wouid not show that outcomes-based
conceptions of opportunity arg mistaken.

Presumably, both outcomes-based advocates and their detractors would agree that
unequal educational outcomes mean something: for the former, playing on the ideal of
equality, they mean unequal opportunities, for the latter, playing on the ideal of freedom,
they mean unequal choices {or individual characteristics more generally).”” The reai
question for both kinds of conceptions, and one that underlies the respective rhetoricai
appeals to equality on the one hand and freedom on the other, is just what to do about
the inequality for which cutcomes provide the evidence. But, and this is the crux, what
to do about inequality — the principles that permit or preciude it, the degree to which
it is permissible, and so forth — is distinct from the question of whether it indeed
exists.

In effect, the dispute concerns whether to include, carte bianche, the individual
characteristics and choices that follow therefrom among the list of what Strike calis
“morally relevant characteristics,” characteristics that justity inequality. Implicitly at least,
this is precisely what advocates of the “'outcomes entail choices" argument seem to
have In mind; but, assuming they also nonethelsss both endorse equal educational
opportunity and want to determine when it obtains, educational outcomes will constitute
indispensable empirical evidence. For uniess unequal educational outcomes simply
have nothing whatsoever to do with unequal opportunity, whether different choices and
different individual characteristics can account for unequal outcomes that obtain will
have fo be investigated. Because such investigations would require tracing the history
of each individual in minute detail, they are almost certainly doomed to be inconclusive.
And where they fail to establish conclusively that some morally relevant difference —
native ability or individual choice, for instance — can account for unedual educational
outcomes, unequa! educational outcomes entail unequal educational opportunities.

In summary, we can't get off the hook via a conceptual analysls strategy which
renders unequal educational outcomes and equal educational opportunity consistent,
Even If the “outcomes entail choices” argument can somehow be made to apply to
children, the practical demands associated with evaluating policies auger in favor of
identifying inequality of educational opportunity with inequality of educational outcomes.
We should not confuse this issue with the issue of how much inequality of educational
outcomes — inequality of educational opportunity — we are willing to accept for our
children,

The second confusion, one that is less pronouncad than the first but that nonetheless
furks below the surface, concerns equal educational opportunity versus equal opportunity
more generally. From one direction, there is the fear that the equalizing educational
outcomes entails a complate leveling of individual differences, resulting in a drab,
uniform society and a significant restriction of individual freedom. Although equalizing
educational outcomes tilts i this diraction, the degree to which it entails this nightmarish
uniformity is greatly overdrawn. In the first place, there exists a fair amount of slack
in the degree to which outcomes like "democratic character” lead to uniformity. Indeed,
an important argument for equalizing such an outcome is that it actually empowers
individuals to resist uniformity. in the second place, egualizing educational outcomes
does not entail equalizing other social outcomes. Because equality in terms of edu-
cational outcomes is an enabling good, it is perfectly consistent with the more standard
"outcomes entait choices™ argument and an associated formal conteption concerning
other social outcomes. The point of equalizing educational outcornes (for children) is
simply to ensure that they are adequately prepared to evaluate and purste the social
outcomes to which their mature choices will lead. As Michael Walzer puts it, "'The aim

47. The tacit assumption here, of course, is that inputs are equal.
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is not to repress differences but rather to postpone them, so thai children tearn to be
citizens first — workers, managaers, merchants, and professionais oniy afterward,
From anather direction, equal educational opportunity (in general) is criticized on
the grounds that it is an impotent principie or, worse, a principle that serves marely to
rationafize vast inequality of opportunity in its broader sensae. This objection is corract
in the limited sense that it is a mistake to assume that equality of educational
opportunity — even equality of educational outcomes — is sufiicient to guarantee
equality of opportuhity per se. On the other hand, it is surely a necessary condition,
and therefore its attainment would just as surely be a good thing, indeed, if our chitdren
ware really instilled with democratic character — with values such as nondiscrimination,
nonrepression, and toteration™ — other problems might largaly take care of themselves.

48. Michael Walzer, Spheres of Justice: A Defense of Pluralism and Equality (New York: Basic

Books, 1983}, 203.
49, These valuss are ones that Gutmann, Democratic Education, associates with demosratic

character.
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