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Good morning, Mr. Chairman, Ranking Member Bonamici, and distinguished members of the 

committee. 

 

During my time as a teacher in Title I schools, I watched as year after year expectations for 

students got only lower and lower, all in the name of “equity.” Every standard to which we used 

to hold students—from memorizing basic math facts to writing a simple paragraph with proper 

punctuation—was deconstructed by progressives. 

 

I sit here today frustrated. Frustrated because I’ve watched progressive policies ruin schools, 

lower standards, and codify into law the soft bigotry of low expectations. Frustrated because 

those who champion equity and underprivileged students advance the very policies that make 

schools worse for those students. 

 

The clearest and most recent example of this trend is Mayor Zohran Mamdani’s promise to 

eliminate gifted and talented education in New York City. Despite his own privileged 

educational journey from the Bank Street School for Children, with an annual tuition over 

$60,000, to the elite Bronx High School of Science, the mayor now wants to pull up the 

academic excellence ladder behind him.1 

 

It’s not just the Big Apple. In 2014, San Francisco removed the option for eighth graders to take 

Algebra I, with the hope that it would result in more equitable access to advanced courses in high 

school.2 A research paper from scholars at Stanford University found that this policy resulted not 

in more equitable access to advanced courses in high school but rather in fewer students overall 

taking advanced courses. Concurrently, more affluent students reached calculus and other 

higher-level math classes through extracurricular measures, such as summer classes and tutoring, 

that are less accessible to impoverished students.3 What’s more, looking beyond course 

enrollment to academic outcomes, achievement gaps on standardized tests got worse after the 

San Francisco experiment in algebra for none, according to Education Next.4 

 

Outside of major cities, American schools offer meager gifted and talented programming. 

Research generally finds that acceleration, in which students learn through accelerated curricula 

in advanced classes, is the best method to serve gifted students.5 But a 2019 survey found that 

three-quarters of schools that offer any kind of gifted and talented programming offer only 

supplemental activities, such as projects or games for gifted students, rather than the accelerated 

curriculum their abilities require.6 

 

Removing gifted programs doesn’t solve inequities; instead, it often closes off the only route that 

underprivileged students have to advanced learning and the career pathways that come from it. 

Affluent students get accelerated education through supplemental services, and poor students get 

fewer options. 
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At the school and district level, equity grading is yet another policy pushed by progressives that 

accomplishes only lower standards and depressed achievement. Stories abound of schools in 

Virginia, Oregon, California, New York, Georgia, and Nevada implementing more lenient 

grading scales, no-zeroes grading (in which a student receives partial credit even for entirely 

incomplete work), unlimited retakes, no late penalties, no homework grades, and no grades for 

participation.7 

 

Last year, researchers from the Thomas B. Fordham Institute partnered with the RAND 

Corporation to conduct a representative survey of teachers on the topic. Their top-line finding: 

Over half of teachers report that their schools have implemented at least one of these policies. As 

for their opinion on the matter, a full 81 percent of teachers oppose giving partial credit for no 

work, with 51 percent labeling this approach “very harmful.” Majorities of those polled also 

oppose the abolition of late penalties and support grading homework and participation.8 

 

Several studies have confirmed that students learn more when they face tougher grading. If you 

set high standards for students, they will reach them. Conversely, if you allow students to turn in 

work late or not at all, then that is precisely what they will do.9 

 

Many prominent Democrats have also spoken out against charter schools. Senator Elizabeth 

Warren, for example, claimed that charter schools “strain the resources of school districts and 

leave students behind, primarily students of color.”10 

 

Quite to the contrary, a 2015 report from Stanford’s Center for Research on Education Outcomes 

on urban charter school students found that they receive “the equivalent of roughly 40 days of 

additional learning per year in math and 28 additional days of learning per year in reading.”11 

Moreover, as the Fordham Institute’s Mike Petrilli has observed, there is a “large and ever-

growing research literature” confirming that the competition from charter schools does indeed 

improve local public schools.12 

 

Finally, of all the ill-conceived policies, the turn against testing in recent years is the clearest 

example of lowered expectations. More than any other mechanism, standardized tests and exit 

exams have exposed the inequalities and failures of our education system. But instead of fixing 

the failures, progressives have chosen to shoot the messenger. 

 

In recent years, Massachusetts, New York City, and Oregon have all opted to remove exit 

exams—the final demonstration of K–12 systems’ success or failure—as a graduation 

requirement.13 But they’re only following an ongoing trend. In 2012, half of all states required 

exit exams. That number has since dropped to six.14 In the words of my colleague Frederick M. 

Hess, “It’s hard to think of a policy more threatening to minority kids than the insistence that it’s 

okay for them to graduate without being able to read.”15 

 

Many universities, too, have also gone testing-free, and the result again is an increase in 

inequities. A paper last year from the National Bureau of Economic Research concluded that 

“test score optional policies harm the likelihood of elite college admission for high achieving 

applicants from disadvantaged backgrounds.”16 



The American Enterprise Institute (AEI) is a nonpartisan, nonprofit, 501(c)(3) educational organization and does 
not take institutional positions on any issues. The views expressed in this testimony are those of the author. 

 

 

The reason is simple: Test scores are correlated with socioeconomic background—affluent 

students tend to perform better—but essays, extracurricular participation, and other so-called 

holistic measures are even more highly correlated with socioeconomic background.17 Affluent 

families have the cultural capital to secure prestigious letters of recommendation, the time to 

transport their children to after-school activities, and the resources to pay for writing services. 

Meanwhile, students from underprivileged backgrounds, who lack these resources, have no such 

privilege. 

 

In every case, progressives have implemented a regime of equity in which everyone gets nothing. 

Instead, a system that prizes excellence, one that always implements the most meritocratic 

approach, is best. And in every case, the policy solution is simple: Keep the standards high. 

 

Yes, there are currently inequalities in access to gifted education, but the response should be to 

improve and reform identification methods, not to abolish the programs. How can we better 

screen students for academic aptitude, better match curricula and instruction to students’ 

academic potential, and provide students more options? We accept differing gifts in music, art, 

and athletics, and we accept the premise that society should cultivate a child’s strengths and 

talents. Importantly, universal screening for gifted and talented education increases the 

representation of low-income and minority students in gifted education.18 But in New York City 

and elsewhere, there’s no discussion of improvement—only an assault on and deconstruction of 

the very notions of merit and excellence. 

 

Instead of passing laws to allow the expansion of successful charter schools—and thereby 

supporting good schools in any form—Democrats block charter schools’ acquisition of 

buildings, stymie their authorization process, place state and city caps on their numbers, refuse to 

fund them fairly, and berate them from the bully pulpit. In the District of Columbia alone, 

thousands of students sit on waiting lists for charter schools, unsure if they’ll be enrolled in a 

quality school. Expanding access to successful charter schools is arguably the single most 

promising policy to obliterate the achievement gap, but progressives oppose them regardless. 

 

Standardized tests are imperfect. They cannot capture all that an individual is. But the 

alternatives introduce subjectivity, caprice, favoritism, lotteries of chance, and quotas. Tests may 

be imperfect, and a family’s ability to afford additional supports may alter their results—but 

they’re the best and fairest option we have. 

 

As for exit exams, when students know that their education career ends with a final measurement 

of their knowledge and academic skills, it encourages them to learn throughout their educational 

journey. If they can get to the end of their schooling and graduate having learned nothing, why 

bother trying? 

 

I have had a front-row seat in schools for the last decade, watching as progressives have waged 

damaging wars against merit, all in the name of equity, and blocked meaningful reforms at every 

level. I want to thank this committee for the opportunity to speak, and I implore you all to reject 

equity policies that only make schools worse for the students they purport to help and instead 

adopt an excellence agenda focused on high standards, merit, and academic rigor. 
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