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Introduction
“Public education is a mess.”
“Education  needs to be improved if the United States is to remain an economic super-power.”
“Our students are woefully unprepared for the jobs of today, never mind the highly technological and mathematical jobs of tomorrow’s economy. “ 
	These are sentiments that we can expect to hear from just about any American Citizen, regardless of whether the speaker is your next door neighbor, a Democratic President, a “CEO” of an urban school district, a very conservative Congressman, or a liberal Harvard social science professor. We, the American people, somehow agree on this established fact, even though we can’t seem to agree on other important matters, such as the appropriateness of saying “Happy Holidays” as opposed to “Merry Christmas.” We know this to be true because we’ve seen the numbers that tell us that rural Indonesian children are outperforming our high school seniors in math. We know this to be true because we’ve never heard otherwise.  
Gene V. Glass’s Fertilizers, Pills, and Magnetic Strips turns these ingrained beliefs about American public education on their head and questions where these ideas came from, who they serve, and what it is that they are ultimately accomplishing.  Glass takes a material cultures approach  that was somewhat popularized by Jared Diamonds’s best seller Guns, Germs, and Steel. The material cultures epistemology allows scholars to examine the cultural and societal values through the lens of their artifacts.  To be sure, the title of Glass’s book is a nod towards Diamond’s work, though in practice, the two works differ considerably in their epistemology. Where Diamond used artifacts to demonstrate that geography (and geography alone) was a society’s destiny, Glass uses the three nouns in his book title as metonyms supporting his central thesis. That is to say, Diamond literally argues that guns, germs, and steel directly inform the state of the world today, where Glass uses his nouns as symbols that indicate how society has changed in the past 50 years and he uses those symbols as a jumping off -point for explaining how these decades of changes have create a culture of blame and derision towards public schools. Glass’s argument is that the politically elite in the United States are older, white, and wealthy individuals. This is as it has always been.  However, the children now in public schools are generally of working, middle, or lower class, “brown”, and speakers of other languages.  These are not only, “other people’s children”, but other people’s grandchildren. The voting public is thus removed several degrees over by the children in public schools. This, set against a backdrop of fewer and fewer public resources, has resulted in the powerful elite caring less and less about the state of our public schools, and looking for ways to punish such schools, defund them, and  increasingly channel the best resources to children who are more likely to resemble their own grandkids.  In what follows, I will summarize Glass’s argument in greater depth, and provide an analysis about the book’s weaknesses and strengths. 
Summary of the Book
Glass’s book begins with an introduction of his scholarly past. A pioneer in the methods of meta-analysis, Glass spent much of his career with the earnest belief that rigorous research into best practices would pave the way for improvements and innovation in public education.  These beliefs drove much of his early career, only to find that his data regarding the improvement of educational outcomes with smaller class sizes never seemed to be the topics of educational reform. That is to say that despite finding what he thought was, “the answer” Glass witnessed policy makers ignore those solutions. Policy makers instead favored pointing to international tests such as the TIMSS and PISA. These tests seemingly indicated that American students were not receiving nearly the rigorous education given to children in different countries. As a researcher, Glass inquired into the validity and reliability of these tests, and found that they were either comparing drastically unlike populations of students, or refused to share testing items for outside analysis, citing that the information was proprietary.  In other words, Glass felt the data being used to criticize schools was flimsy, and the policy decisions that could yield legitimate improvements were being ignored. It is this insight into Glass’s past that helps us better understand the biting cynicism with which he begins the book.
After all, Glass finds that complaints about education are nothing new. The public’s apparent dissatisfaction that we are currently hearing is part of an “endless narrative of education reform.” (3). Glass  uses quotations and arguments beginning during the earliest parts of the Post World War II and Cold War era to demonstrate the criticisms and scrutiny endured by public education since the middle of the century.  This scrutiny, Glass argues, reached crescendo with the publication of A Nation at Risk in 1983. With national paranoia over Soviet technology, a growing move towards conservative ideals, and a culture that championed anti-government sentiment, suspicion and derision towards public schools fit in perfectly with the zeitgeist.  Furthermore, as Glass points out, the 1980s saw the beginning of a changing nation. White people were getting older. Hispanic populations were growing, especially young (thus non-voting) Hispanics. People were growing more indebted.  Resources were becoming more scarce and the public appetite for public funding of programs skewed towards the funding of programs that aided older people. Population centers were more urban. People were living longer. For all of these reasons, adults had less stake in public education.  Glass uses the nouns in the title of his book as stand-ins for these phenomenon. Fertilizers enabled more crops to be grown on less land, enabling people to move away from  rural areas and into densely populated urban centers. Urban lifestyles mean crowded living conditions an move from our perception of children as economic advantages (in the form of extra domestic and farm helpers) to an economic liability.  “Pills” are the advances in the pharmaceutical industry that  allowed middle-class and affluent families to more carefully plan their families and prevent unwanted pregnancies .  Likewise, pills can keep people healthier for longer.  Thus, pills are a force that allow the human  population to be, on average, much older than it has ever been in the history of the planet. The “magnetic strips” reference is in regards to credit cards, specifically, the easy access to credit that, paired with a consumer culture, puts millions of people into perpetual debt. Together, these three technologies mean that the planet is older, in debt, and generally regards the children of others as burdens. It is against this sociological backdrop that Glass evaluates national attitudes and policies geared towards education.
Evaluation
My overall assessment of Glass’s book is that it is a passionate, well thought-out, well-argued policy book that blows holes in sacrosanct assumptions about public education and draws attention to deep, systemic problems. It is, as Glass admits about himself in the end, cynical and possibly pessimistic, and I don’t think that is a bad thing.  Working in a variety of pockets of  education for the past 12 years has left me to feel deeply sorry for school-based educators (administrators are part of this) at all levels  for their role as perpetual piñatas:  poked, prodded, and ravaged by America’s collective anxieties regarding all matter of societal ills. Fertilizers, Pills, and Magnetic Strips presents a much needed alternative perspective on the state of education. What if principals are not incompetent? What if teachers really do care and do their jobs well? What if most kids don’t need college-level skills? What if there isn’t even a real interest in making most schools successful? What would that scenario look like?
 Material culture starts with the object and examines the relationship between that object and its embedded society. Instead, Glass assembles a collection of his observations into a long, involved argument, uses the objects as metanyms to stand in as symbols for sociological phenomenon. Glass uses these social phenomena as strands of evidence with which he weaves his ultimate argument. In the end, he seeks specific types of quantitative evidence that could be used to test the hypothesis of his argument. This experimental approach belies his roots in educational psychology and would be unrecognizable to most material culturalists. I bring this up because it seemed to me that  his argument about fertilizers, pills, and magnetic strips was sort of layered onto the overall argument and  not central enough to his point to warrant using this as the title of the book. The title does bring Diamond’s work to mind and those familiar with Diamonds work will immediately “get” what Glass was trying to do with the book, so from a sales perspective (and I don’t mean that pejoratively, I believe that is really important when it comes to trying to disseminate your message).  I see why his approach to nod to Diamond was useful, but in truth I don’t think that his use of metonyms did any of the real intellectual work in this book.
A second critique I would have of the book needs to be prefaced by the fact that I absolutely loved the book because it squares completely with my ontology, and I will discuss that in greater depth later in this paper. Despite that fact and the fact that I think every educator in all areas of education should read this, I would hesitate assigning this book to a class as an adjunct or assistant instructor because it is so overtly political. For Glass, the intellectual basis for conservatism is anathema to a healthy public education system and he does not “dance around” that topic.  Similar to educational policy scholar Michael Apple (whose work Glass cites and who I did read as a graduate student with an adjunct professor), Glass argues convincingly that policies and proposals that are conservative and Republican are deeply troubling for public education.  Glass could have made those arguments by discussing ideas and policy (even keeping his piece on the roots of the voucher movement being the ideas of Milton Friedman) without outright naming political parties, making the book more palatable to assign by faint-hearted professors. 
As a book about leadership, I would suggest that Glass’s argument would have been stronger if he  had spent some more time laying down the ethical foundation. That is to say that Glass’s values and moral goals for education were recognizable to me as I suspect we are of the same political leanings. Nonetheless, to strengthen his argument to opponents or individuals who might be harder to persuade, I would suggest that Glass address a few questions to provide insights into the ethical origins of his arguments. Reading between the lines, it is clear that Glass believes that we should all be concerned for the public good, but exactly what public is education serving? Glass never makes that clear. In fact, Glass spends a considerable amount of time making the case that we are educating, or trying to educate, children for jobs that won’t be available in the future. This is a case Glass makes convincingly enough when he argues that a lack of preparation  for future jobs  is often used to attack public schools credibility and competency.  Of course, many Americans believe this is the function of public schools: preparation for future careers, ideally careers that will accelerate American  economic prosperity via innovation. I suspect that Glass would disagree with this vision for public education and he needs to spell that out more clearly to better propel his arguments. 
Despite these critiques, I was delighted to read the argument Glass put forward because it is one that we hear so infrequently.  If policy were to follow Glass’s recommendations, money would be making its way directly to public school districts and non-profit research endeavors. Moreover, policy would follow the recommendations yielded by decades of scientific research and the variety of policy recommendations that have already been published and agreed upon by the educational research community.  As it stands, we see money going to private consultants, private schools, and private testing and test preparation companies.  For these reasons, Glass is right to be cynical about the future of public education and at this point in my career, I am glad to see Glass so convincingly invite others to join us in this cynicism.  
Conclusion
Given the readiness well-meaning people exhibit to criticize public education, I recommend this book for general audiences.  I would like to believe that the book can serve as an honest, unflattering mirror and lead not only the public, but generations of practicing teachers to be more vocal in opposing reforms and initiatives that perpetuate inequity. I also think this book plays an important role for individuals in PhD programs related to education, particularly those that may be thinking about careers in educational research. If nothing else, the book serves as food for thought regarding the roles research plays in supporting versus crippling public education. It also forces researchers to reflect on the overall purpose research serves in education. The leadership potential for this book lies in a “bottom-up” type of leadership. Not for the current leaders, but more for the led. The current status quo is working out just fine for the leadership and legislative class. 
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