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Who is Responsible for Education?

In his essay “Against School: How Public Education 

Cripples Our Kids, and Why,” John Taylor Gatto discusses the 

history, purposes, and effects of public schooling from a 

pessimistic prospective. Gatto, after teaching 30 years in 

the public school system, says, “Do we really need school? I 

do not mean education, just forced schooling: six classes a 

day, five days a week, nine months a year, for twelve years” 

(34). While I agree with Gatto that schools need sweeping 

improvements, he ignores responsibility gaps between schools, 

caretakers, and students. 

Nationwide public education in the United States needs 

drastic upgrading because it dehumanizes motivated, 

intelligent, gifted children into unmotivated followers 

without unique talents or creativity (33-38). Students start 

kindergarten or first grade ready and excited to learn 

extraordinary amounts of information. They quickly find 

themselves bogged down in relearning the colors, numbers, and 

shoe tying. Schools have more than enough time to teach, 1300 

hours a student a year, yet they waste it. Schools also place 
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such strong emphasis on standardized testing that they spend 

less than one month, 140 hours, actually teaching (Perez 1-

3). If every parent maintained a presence, schools might use 

time more efficiently.

What responsibility should families have for their kids’ 

instruction? Involved caretakers who help their kids acquire 

knowledge help them achieve more success (not necessarily 

meaning high grades) and less failure (Gatto 33). Research 

shows, “A quarter of the attainment of top-scoring children 

at the age of 16 is explained by the interest their families 

took in their education” (Johnstone 7). Parents/guardians who 

attend teacher conferences, insure their child completes 

homework, and help their kids as needed, make teachers’ jobs 

easier (Liontos 1). Without support and guidance kids have 

less motivation for learning, and the only hope for them 

would be finding their own way (Cline 1). 

Students, regardless of everything else, ultimately have 

the choice whether they complete the work or not, and pay 

attention or not. Successful students learn and grow out of 

childishness early (Gatto 38). They become their own 

teachers, developing personal interests, questions, and study 

guides. This way they will not be “dumbed down” as Gatto 

suggests (33-38). Online websites have study guides in 

addition to helpful educational links. Tutoring is also 
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widely available. Successful people in this world often find 

their way independently. Gatto writes, “We suppress our 

genius only because we have not yet figured out how to manage 

a population of educated men and women. The solution, I 

think, is simple and glorious. Let them manage themselves” 

(38).

Often we place blame for the failure of public education 

on schools, as Gatto does exclusively. Blame also belongs to 

families and students. In our lives we have become so busy we 

forget to take our fair share of blame. Regardless of its 

history and purposes, the school system succeeds only with 

students who have intelligence and diligence. Time spent at 

school can not replace individual and family responsibilities 

in learning.
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