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Book Review by Daniel DiSalvo

Class Warfare
Charter Schools and Their Enemies, by Thomas Sowell.

Basic Books, 288 pages, $30

Slaying Goliath: The Passionate Resistance to Privatization and the Fight to Save America’s Public Schools, by Diane Ravitch.
Alfred A. Knopf, 352 pages, $27.95 (cloth), $16.95 (paper)

How good is american public 
education, and what can be done 
to improve it? The long-running 

argument over these questions pits teachers 
unions, supported by their network of politi-
cal and academic allies, against a bipartisan 
coalition of education reformers financed by 
some of the nation’s wealthiest citizens. The 
unions fight to retain the basic organizational 
structure of public schools, with a bit more 
teacher control, and to command more mon-
ey for them. The reformers push for: restruc-
turing schools, documenting teacher perfor-
mance through rigorous evaluations, linking 
pay to performance, removing bad teachers, 
and introducing competition into American 
public education by offering charter schools, 
or vouchers to attend private schools.

Two new books advance each side’s argu-
ment in these debates. In Charter Schools and 

Their Enemies, the distinguished Hoover In-
stitution economist and polymath Thomas 
Sowell examines New York City’s charter 
schools, paying particular attention to the 
ways they have closed the educational gap 
between white and non-white students. And 
the word is out! The charter schools’ waiting 
lists surpass 50,000 students, most of them 
black and Hispanic. At the same time, the 
charters’ success has provoked a strong reac-
tion from the traditional public schools’ de-
fenders, who characterize the new alternative 
as a failed experiment.

Sowell aims to help readers under-
stand “why and how educational suc-
cess has been such unwelcome news 

to so many people and institutions.” He be-
gins with simple terminological clarifications. 
Charter schools are public schools, created by 

groups who secure government approval and 
taxpayer money from public agencies. Such 
schools have greater autonomy and flexibility 
than traditional public schools. Unlike tra-
ditional public schools, whose students are 
assigned to them based on their residential 
address, public charter schools receive their 
students through a lottery system. If a charter 
school does not satisfy the accrediting author-
ities, they can revoke its charter and close the 
school. By contrast, closing traditional public 
schools for poor performance is difficult, and 
exceedingly rare. 

Seeking apples-to-apples comparisons, as 
rigorous social scientists must, Sowell com-
pares students of similar ethnicities who attend 
classes at the same grade level and (remarkably) 
in the same school building to assess how well 
charter schools perform. Examining the re-
sults of tests administered by New York State 
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to public school students in grades 3 through 
8, Sowell finds that the charter schools vastly 
outperformed the traditional public ones. 
Lest we miss or doubt his point, half of his 
book is devoted to appendices detailing the 
data. 

Much of the rest of charter 
Schools and Their Enemies is devot-
ed to documenting, explaining, and 

refuting the political opposition to charter 
schools. The hostility comes from many quar-
ters: New York City Mayor Bill de Blasio, the 
teachers unions, school district and education 
department officials, and a number of intel-
lectuals and journalists. Around the country, 
the opposition goes far beyond carping. A 
number of states have capped the number of 
charter schools, denied charter schools space 
in school buildings, refused to lease or sell 
them existing but unused school buildings, or 
required that charter schools’ teachers have 
the same credentials as those in traditional 
public schools. 

Sowell contends that no matter how of-
ten the arguments against charter schools 
are repeated, they cannot withstand scrutiny. 
Charter schools do not siphon money away 
from traditional public schools, he insists, nor 
is their success an artifact of their disciplin-
ary policies, greater ability to expel students 
causing problems, or being able to select their 
ethnically heterogenous student bodies. To 
the contrary, the performance of New York 
City’s charter schools “undermines theories 
of genetic determinism, claims of cultural 
bias in the tests, assertions that racial ‘inte-
gration’ is necessary for blacks to reach educa-
tional parity, and presumptions that income 
differences are among the ‘root causes’ of edu-
cational differences.” 

The last claim, on which so much of the op-
position to charter schools hangs, argues that 
government must first eradicate poverty, racial 
prejudice, and other societal ills if we are ever 
to close the educational gaps separating whites 
and Asians from blacks and Latinos. Because 
schools reflect the larger society, the root-

causes argument contends, they have little ef-
fect on educational outcomes, which are large-
ly predetermined by socio-economic status. 

Diane ravitch, a former assistant 
secretary of education under Presi-
dent George H.W. Bush and now pro-

fessor of education at New York University, is 
a reliable advocate of this outlook. Once part 
of the education reform movement, Ravitch re-
versed her position after the No Child Left Be-
hind Act was enacted in 2002. In Reign of Er-
ror (2013), she posited that “achievement gaps 
[between blacks, whites, Asians, and Hispan-
ics] are rooted in social, political, and economic 
structures.” Therefore, “[i]f we are unwilling to 
change the root causes, we are unlikely ever to 
close the gaps.” 

Slaying Goliath devotes Ravitch’s consider-
able rhetorical powers to defending tradition-
al public schools from “privatization”—a term 
reflecting her conviction that only schools 
run entirely by the public authorities can be 
considered public schools. By definition, then, 
charter schools are beyond the pale. Her book 
tells the story of the “Resisters”—teachers 
unions, school administrators, parents, and 
writers who oppose the expansion of charter 
schools, voucher experiments, the use of tests 
to hold teachers and administrators respon-
sible, and other ideas propounded by educa-
tion reformers. In her account, the Resisters 
are finally winning.

As the title indicates, Ravitch’s book is a 
morality play in which a hearty band of re-
sistance fighters combats an evil empire. The 
bad guys, “Corporate Disrupters,” supply the 
money behind recent efforts to change public 
schools in America. They include the Koch 
brothers, the DeVos family, the Walton fam-
ily, Eli Broad, Bill Gates, Reed Hastings, John 
Arnold, and Michael Bloomberg. 

These plutocrats’ agenda is advanced by 
“every Republican governor,” many Democrat-
ic elected officials, conservative and centrist 
think tanks, and non-profits such as Teach for 
America. According to Ravitch, these people 
are all “masters of chaos, which they inflict 

on other people’s children, without a twinge 
of remorse.” Their true goals are “a calculated, 
insidious, and munificently funded campaign 
to privatize America’s public schools, to break 
teachers’ unions, to tear apart communities, 
and to attack teacher professionalism.” They 
are “indifferent to poverty and racial segrega-
tion.” She analogizes them to “rattlesnakes.” 

As for the ideas they have supported, 
Ravitch judges that they have “failed” across 
the board. According to her, “[n]one of [the 
Disrupters’] promises and claims” about im-
proving education “came true.” They have 

“diminished the status of the teaching pro-
fession…created national teacher shortages… 
undermined the transmission of knowledge…
demoralized students and teachers alike…
[and] crushed the spirit of learning.” 

If you accept ravitch’s manichean 
worldview, you will find much to like in 
Slaying Goliath. But only if. The teachers 

unions’ political and financial resources, af-
ter all, dwarf those of the reform movement. 
And while education reformers have secured 
victories here and there, their successes re-
main strictly circumscribed. Only 5% of pub-
lic school students in New York State attend 
charter schools. Only about 6% of K-12 pub-
lic school students attend charter schools na-
tionally. Meanwhile, vouchers are a miniscule 
portion of the public education landscape. So 
much for her claim that public schools are on 
the verge of full privatization. Ravitch is right 
that teachers’ unions, school districts, and al-
lied politicians have largely blocked what the 
reformers have tried to accomplish. 

These two books are a study in contrasts. 
Sowell’s is brief, focused, and coolly argued; 
Ravitch’s is long-winded and fervent. It is use-
ful to read them together to see how differ-
ently people can see a single reality—if there 
remains such a thing when it comes to Ameri-
can public education today.

Daniel DiSalvo is professor of political science at 
the City College of New York and a senior fellow 
at the Manhattan Institute. 
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