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HIGHLIGHTS OF 
JOHN McCAIN’S 
EDUCATION
PROPOSALS

Build on the lessons of NCLB.
Emphasize standards and
accountability. 

Provide performance bonuses to
teachers who raise student
achievement and enhance the
schoolwide learning environment.

Empower school principals with
greater control over spending.

Give parents greater choice to
select the schools their children
attend. 

Editor’s note: In March, the John McCain campaign was invited to provide an essay of no
more than 2,500 words describing the candidate’s position on education. The campaign had
not submitted an essay by Kappan’s deadline. The following material is drawn from speech-
es posted on the McCain campaign’s official web site, www.johnmccain.com. 

If the campaign provides Kappan with a statement about its position, that statement will
be posted on the web site at www.pdkintl.org/kappan/kappan.htm.

McCain’s speech to LaRaza convention, July 14
In the global economy, what you learn is what you earn. . . . We need to shake

up failed school bureaucracies with competition; hold schools accountable for
results; strengthen math, science, technology and engineering curriculums; em-
power parents with choice; remove barriers to qualified instructors, attract and
reward superior teachers, and have a fair but sure process to weed out incom-
petents. I’m a strong believer in charter schools. . . . You understand the impor-
tance of early childhood development and the active role parents must play in
their children’s education to make sure they graduate on time and with an ex-
cellent opportunity to live happy and prosperous lives. You deserve a greater say
in deciding how your children are educated, and I am committed to making
sure you do.

McCain’s speech to the NAACP, July 16
As our country has changed these past few decades, so have many of your

debates within the NAACP, and within other civil rights organizations. In the
days of separate lunch counters, bullhorns, and fire hoses, the mission was
hard and dangerous, but it was easily defined. The advancement of African
Americans meant equal protection under law, in a country where the law had
simply codified injustice. That cause required the enormous courage and
commitment of generations, and a determination to hold this nation to its
own creed.

You know better than I do how different the challenges are today for those
who champion the cause of equal opportunity in America. Equal access to pub-
lic education has been gained. But what is the value of access to a failing school?
Equal employment opportunity is set firmly down in law. But with jobs becom-
ing scarcer — and 400,000 Americans thrown out of

John McCain

(Continued on page 93)

After decades of hearing the same big promises from the public education
establishment, and seeing the same poor results, it is surely time to shake
off old ways and to demand new reforms.

— John McCain, July 16, 2008
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work just this year — that can amount to an
equal share of diminished opportunity. For years, business ownership by African
Americans has been growing rapidly. This is all to the good, but that hopeful
trend is threatened in a struggling economy — with the cost of energy, health
care, and just about everything else rising sharply.

As in other challenges African Americans have met and overcome, these
problems require clarity of purpose. They require the solidarity of groups like
the NAACP. And, at times, they also require a willingness to break from con-
ventional thinking.

Nowhere are the limitations of conventional thinking any more apparent

than in education policy. Education reform has long been a priority of the
NAACP, and for good reason. For all the best efforts of teachers and adminis-
trators, the worst problems of our public school system are often found in black
communities. Black and Latino students are among the most likely to drop out
of high school. African Americans are also among the least likely to go on to
college.

After decades of hearing the same big promises from the public education es-
tablishment, and seeing the same poor results, it is surely time to shake off old
ways and to demand new reforms. That isn’t just my opinion; it is the convic-
tion of parents in poor neighborhoods across this nation who want better lives
for their children. In Washington, D.C., the Opportunity Scholarship Program
serves more than 1,900 boys and girls from families with an average income of
$23,000 a year. And more than 7,000 more families have applied for that pro-
gram. What they all have in common is the desire to get their kids into a bet-
ter school.

Democrats in Congress, including my opponent, oppose the D.C. Oppor-
tunity Scholarship Program. In remarks to the American Federation of Teach-
ers last weekend, Senator Obama dismissed public support for private school
vouchers for low-income Americans as “tired rhetoric about vouchers and
school choice.” All of that went over well with the teachers union, but where
does it leave families and their children who are stuck in failing schools?

Over the years, Americans have heard a lot of ‘tired rhetoric’ about educa-
tion. We’ve heard it in the endless excuses of people who seem more concerned
about their own position than about our children. We’ve heard it from politi-
cians who accept the status quo rather than stand up for real change in our pub-
lic schools. Parents ask only for schools that are safe, teachers who are compe-
tent, and diplomas that open doors of opportunity. When a public system fails,
repeatedly, to meet these minimal objectives, parents ask only for a choice in
the education of their children. Some parents may choose a better public school.
Some may choose a private school. Many will choose a charter school. No en-
trenched bureaucracy or union should deny parents that choice and children
that opportunity.

We should also offer more choices to those who wish to become teachers.
Many thousands of highly qualified men and women

Encourage alternative
certification methods that open
the door for highly motivated
teachers to enter the field. Devote
5% of Title II funding to states to
recruit teachers who graduate in
the top 25% of their class or who
participate in an alternative teacher
recruitment program such as Teach
for America, the New York City
Teaching Fellowship Program, the
New Teacher Project, or excellent
university initiatives.

Provide bonuses for teachers who
locate in underperforming schools
and demonstrate strong leadership
as measured by student
improvement. Devote 60% of Title
II funding for incentive bonuses for
high-performing teachers to locate
in the most challenging educational
settings, for teachers to teach
subjects like math and science, and
for teachers who demonstrate
student improvement. Payments
will be made directly to teachers. 

Provide funding for 
needed professional teacher
development. The first 35% 
of Title II funding would be
directed to the school level 
so principals and teachers 
could focus these resources 
on the specific needs of their
schools.

Expand the D.C. Opportunity
Scholarship Program from $13
million to at least $20 million.

Provide immediate access to
high-quality tutoring. Send Title I
money directly to the certified
tutoring providers.

Expand virtual learning by
reforming the Enhancing
Education Through Technology
Program. Target $500 million in
current federal funds to build new
virtual schools and support the
development of online courses for
students. Allocate $250 million in
competitive grants to states that
commit to expanding online
learning. Offer $250 million for
digital passport scholarships to
help low-income students pay for
online tutors, SAT/ACT prep
courses, credit recovery, or enroll
in virtual schools.

Improve information about higher
education for parents to help
students make more informed
choices about higher education.

(Continued on page 95)

If a failing school won’t change, it shouldn’t be beyond the reach of
students to change their schools. Parents should be able to send
their children to the school that best suits their needs . . . 

McCain speech at Episcopal High School in Alexandria, Virginia, April 1
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have great knowledge, wisdom, and experi-
ence to offer public school students. But a monopoly on teacher certification
prevents them from getting that chance. You can be a Nobel Laureate and not
qualify to teach in most public schools today. They don’t have all the proper
credits in educational ‘theory’ or ‘methodology’ — all they have is learning and
the desire and ability to share it. If we’re putting the interests of students first,
then those qualifications should be enough.

If I am elected president, school choice for all who want it, an expansion of
Opportunity Scholarships, and alternative certification for teachers will all be
part of a serious agenda of education reform. I will target funding to recruit
teachers who graduate in the top 25% of their class, or who participate in an
alternative teacher recruitment program such as Teach for America, the Amer-
ican Board for Teacher Excellence, and the New Teacher Project.

We will pay bonuses to teachers who take on the challenge of working in our
most troubled schools — because we need their fine minds and good hearts to
help turn those schools around. We will award bonuses as well to our highest-
achieving teachers. And no longer will we measure teacher achievement by con-
formity to process. We will measure it by the success of their students.

Moreover, the funds for these bonuses will not be controlled by faraway of-
ficials — in Washington, in a state capital, or even in a district office. Under
my reforms, we will entrust both the funds and the responsibilities where they
belong, in the office of the school principal. One reason that charter schools are
so successful, and so sought-after by parents, is that principals have spending
discretion. And I intend to give that same discretion to public school princi-
pals. No longer will money be spent in service to rigid and often meaningless
formulas. Relying on the good judgment and firsthand knowledge of school
principals, education money will be spent in service to public school students.

We can also help more children and young adults to study outside of school
by expanding support for virtual learning. So I propose to direct $500 million
in current federal funds to build new virtual schools, and to support the devel-
opment of online courses for students. Through competitive grants, we will al-
locate another $250 million to support state programs expanding online edu-
cation opportunities, including the creation of new public virtual charter
schools. States can use these funds to build virtual math and science academies
to help expand the availability of Advanced Placement math, science, and com-
puter science courses, online tutoring, and foreign language courses.

Under my reforms, moreover, parents will exercise freedom of choice in ob-
taining extra help for children who are falling behind. As it is, federal aid to par-
ents for tutoring for their children has to go through another bureaucracy. They
can’t purchase the tutoring directly, without having to deal with the same edu-
cation establishment that failed their children in the first place. These needless
restrictions will be removed, under my reforms. If a student needs extra help,
parents will be able to sign them up to get it, with direct public support.

McCain, speech at the Greater Columbus (Ohio)
Convention Center, May 15

Public education in the United States is much improved thanks to the com-
petition provided by charter and private schools; the increase of quality teach-
ers through incentives like merit pay and terrific programs that attract to the
classroom enthusiastic and innovative teachers from many disciplines, like
Teach for America and Troops to Teachers. Educational software and online
teaching programs endorsed by qualified nonprofits
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Simplify higher education tax
benefits to help families sending
children to college.

Simplify federal financial aid.
Consolidate programs to 
simplify the administration of 
these programs, and improve
students’ understanding of their
eligibility for aid.

Eliminate earmarks to improve the
integrity of federally funded
university research. 

Expand the lender of last resort
capability of the federal student
loan system and demand the
highest standard of integrity for
participating private lenders.
Effective reforms and leveraging
the private sector will ensure the
necessary funding of higher
education aspirations and create 
a simpler and more effective
program in the process.

To learn more, visit
www.johnmccain.com
and click on the “issues” link.

(Continued on page 97)
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Nowhere are 
the limitations of
conventional
thinking any more
apparent than in
education policy.

— John McCain, July 2008

are much more widely in use, bringing to the
smallest classrooms in America some of the greatest math, English, and science
teachers in the country. This revolution in teaching methods has especially ben-
efited rural America. Test scores and graduation rates are rising everywhere in
the country.

McCain speech at Episcopal High School in Alexandria,
Virginia, April 1

Every child should be blessed with a teacher like I had, and to learn at insti-
tutions with high academic standards and codes of conduct that reinforce the
values their parents try to impart to them. Many students do have that oppor-
tunity. But too many do not. And government should be concerned with their
fate. I supported the No Child Left Behind Act because it recognizes that we
can no longer accept high standards for some students and low standards for
others. With honest reporting of student progress we begin to see what is hap-
pening to students who were previously invisible to us. That is progress on its
own, but we can and we must do better.

If a failing school won’t change, it shouldn’t be beyond the reach of students
to change their schools. Parents should be able to send their children to the school
that best suits their needs just as Cindy and I have been able to do, whether it is
a public, private, or parochial school. The result will not be the demise of the
public school system in America, but competition that will help make public
schools accountable and as successful as they should be in a country as great and
prosperous as ours. Teaching is among the most honorable professions any Amer-
ican can join. After our parents, few people influence our early life as profound-
ly as teachers. Theirs is an underpaid profession, dedicated to the service of oth-
ers, which offers little in the way of the rewards that much of popular culture en-
courages us to crave — wealth and celebrity. But though it might lack much in
the way of creature comforts and renown, teaching offers a reward far more valu-
able: the profound satisfaction that comes from knowing you have made a dif-
ference for the better in someone else’s life. Good teachers occupy a place in our
memory that accords them a reverence we give few others. We should be wise
enough to understand that those who work diligently and lovingly to educate
the children we entrust to their care, deserve the gratitude and support many of
us wish we had given those of our own teachers, who once made such a differ-
ence in our own lives.

We should reward the best of them with merit pay, and encourage teachers
who have lost their focus on the children they teach to find another line of work.
Schools should compete to be innovative, flexible, and student-centered insti-
tutions, not safe havens for the uninspired and unaccountable. They should be
able to compete for dedicated, effective, character-building teachers, hire them
and reward them. I believe we should encourage military veterans to enter the
teaching profession, and I’ve advocated the Troops to Teachers Act. The sense
of heightened responsibility and duty to a cause greater than themselves that
veterans were taught in the discipline and code of conduct of the armed forces
make many of them excellent candidates to impart those virtues to our chil-
dren, and help them see the value of learning as a means to self-improvement
and much nobler ends. There is no reason on earth that this great country
should not possess the best education system in the world. We have let fear of
uncertainty and a view that education’s primary purpose is to protect jobs for
teachers and administrators degrade our sense of the possible in America. There
is no excuse for it. K
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