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To Michael O’Shea, who taught me to find a mentor—and then become one.

And to Robert Beath, my high school drama teacher, who instilled a love of learning and exploring the unknown.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

“America will never be destroyed from the outside. If we falter and lose our freedoms, it will be because we destroyed ourselves.”

—ABRAHAM LINCOLN

“Men are cast-iron; but children are wax.”

—HORACE MANN

America was founded on the revolutionary belief that human beings receive their rights from God, not the government. With just a handful of well-chosen words, our Declaration of Independence effectively stood the entire history of human existence on its head.

Our Founders reaffirmed these “self-evident” truths in the Bill of Rights, including freedom of religion, speech, press, and assembly.

Freedom is so deeply ingrained in our national psyche that we wouldn’t think of letting the government tell us where to live, what kind of car to drive, or what to eat for dinner. But somewhere along the way, too many Americans bought into the idea that the government has the authority to tell us where we must send our children to school, based on nothing more than our zip code. Americans who were always taught to be mistrustful of government and power somehow agreed to entrust bureaucrats with the education of their children.

Many Americans go along with this “zip code” approach to education because, frankly, it works reasonably well for them. Their children attend a government-run school where most students seem to learn reading, writing, and math at an acceptable level. Sure, they might wish their local schools were better in some way, but all in all, the system works okay for them.

Unfortunately, there are a lot of American families having a completely different experience. They are not being well served by their “zip code”–assigned school. Not only are their children not learning much, but their very safety is in jeopardy because their school is so chaotic and dangerous.

It is fundamentally unfair and un-American to force certain children to attend a failing, dysfunctional school simply because their family can’t afford to move into the “right” school district. This is not freedom—and it goes against everything our Founders believed about how education should work.

Still, the teachers’ unions and their progressive friends in the media and the state legislatures—people we collectively refer to as “controllists”—defend zip code education and argue the only thing ailing government schools is a lack of funding.

Almost every day there are news stories about disputes between a teachers’ union and their local school board. These fights invariably revolve around the same issues: teacher pay and benefits, work rules and accountability. It’s gotten so absurd that some unions and school boards actually spend time negotiating over how the money from the teachers’ lounge vending machine is going to be spent and how much humidity is allowable in each classroom, or “work site,” as unions like to call them.

The National Assessment of Educational Progress reports, “We spend more per pupil than any other country, but among industrialized nations, American students rank near the bottom in science and math. Only 13 percent of high school seniors know what high school seniors should know about American history.” And remember, these results are based off government-determined standards of what they think our kids should know about science, math, and history. Our personal standards are likely much higher.

It’s time to stop the insanity. It’s time to focus on the students and their needs, instead of the adult employees and their unions. It’s time to make sure every classroom is staffed with an outstanding teacher, and every family has access to an outstanding classroom. It’s time to kick down the walls that are keeping children from reaching their full potential.

We can do better—much better—than the system the controllists have given us. But it’s not going to be easy. Those ivory towers are heavily reinforced and the people who reside in them have a lot of money and power. They control many of our school boards, state legislatures, teacher colleges, and government bureaucracies, and they’re not going to relinquish control without a vicious political fight.

The reality is that the controllists know their approach to education isn’t working. But instead of admitting that and allowing choice to reign, they’re pushing the Common Core national learning standards, which create stifling conformity among our schools. Even some “conservatives” are telling us that the way to fix our education system is by having all of our schools teach students the same concepts at the same time using the same methods.

Does anyone honestly believe the same people who got us into this mess really have a one-size-fits-all magical solution for fixing it?

Of course not. This is just about more power. More money. More conformity.

In my previous book in this series I ended my introductory note with this:

“Information is power. Those without it have nothing. Those with it will always have CONTROL.”

Most American slaves were uneducated and illiterate—not because they were incapable of learning, but because their owners forbid it. In some places, like South Carolina, it was actually against the law to teach a slave how to read or write. Why? Because an educated slave was a threat to the status quo.

The same premise applies to today’s system of education. The dumbing-down of America is good for one group and one group only: those who currently have all the power and control. By maintaining a failing system they are forcing a collapse that will have only one “savior”: the federal government. And that’s exactly how they want it.

We now stand at the precipice. On one side is the complete nationalization of education and complete loss of local and parental control. On the other side is a complete educational revolution—one that is rooted in individuality and that follows the principle of “maximum freedom, maximum responsibility.”

For the first time in decades we have a real opportunity to convince the country that this kind of revolution is long overdue. People are sick and tired of lower expectations, lower test scores, constant bickering between the schools and unions, and continued increases to their property tax bills to pay for it all.

It’s time to combine the incredible technology of the present with the incredible philosophical ideas on education from our past. It’s time to restore parents as the rightful leaders of their families and teachers of their children. And it’s time to once again put America on top of the world and usher in a new era of education unlike anything this country has ever seen before.

I’m ready to roll up my sleeves and fight for our kids. I hope you’re ready to join me.

[image: Images]

Glenn Beck

Dallas, Texas

February 2014
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YOU CAN’T CRITICIZE PUBLIC EDUCATION IF YOU HAVEN’T BEEN IN THE CLASSROOM

“What madness has overtaken our nation? Why the push to hand innocent children and scarce public dollars to non-educators? How does ‘caring’ about education translate into the experience and knowledge needed to run a school?”

—DIANE RAVITCH, Research Professor of Education, New York University

“If you haven’t been in the classroom you have no business in the [school] board room.”

—PATRICIA FOX, teacher in Orange County, Florida

Randi Weingarten, president of the American Federation of Teachers, an AFL-CIO affiliate with approximately 1.5 million members and more than three thousand local affiliate unions across the nation, has never served in the military, or as a foreign ambassador in the U.S. Department of State.

Given this lack of firsthand experience, she obviously had no right to criticize U.S. military action in Iraq. Everyone knows that if you’ve never been on the front lines, you have no business debating a war.

Weingarten has also never, to the best of my knowledge, performed a surgery. She’s never checked a patient for strep throat or an ear infection, and she’s never prescribed pills to treat an injury. Given this lack of real-world medical experience, she obviously had no business supporting Obamacare or discussing the specifics of our country’s health-care system.

Of course Weingarten would be quick to remind us that she and her fellow union members are U.S. citizens and taxpayers and that her union represents many thousands of health-care professionals. She’d very likely argue that she has every legal, moral, and professional right to speak her mind on any public policy topic she chooses.

And she’d be absolutely right.

It’s unfortunate that Weingarten and her fellow progressives seem to forget this lesson when it comes to education. While most of us have never stood in front of a classroom of students or graded a test, we are citizens and parents and taxpayers and we have the right to speak out about educational issues that affect our families and communities.

Public employees have no business telling the public to mind its own business. That’s not how things work in America (or at least it’s not how they’re supposed to work). It would be like Congress telling citizens to stay out of public policy debates because we’ve never been congressmen. The voters would quickly correct them in the next election cycle.

The same principle applies in the private sector. You don’t hear the owners of professional sports teams telling the fans to keep their thoughts to themselves because they’ve never owned an NFL team or taken a snap at quarterback. They know better than to say such things because the fans pay the bills.

Yet the education “professionals” expect us—the people who pay the bills—to keep our noses out of their business. Instead of following the golden rule of any other service business—“the customer is always right,” they say “the customer should keep his mouth shut.” It’s a ridiculous concept that should’ve been corrected long ago—but that hasn’t happened.

For all practical purposes, public education has been the exclusive realm of the teachers’ unions for the past five or six decades.

Sure, the unions demanded control, but we didn’t have to give it to them. Instead of standing up for our kids and fighting for a place at the table, we’ve allowed the unions to seize power through years of our foolish indifference.

We saw groups with warm and fuzzy names like the “National Education Association” running things, and we assumed that our schools were in the hands of loving educators who put kids first. We had no idea that the union bosses are political animals who have more interest in enhancing their own careers and bank accounts than our children.

The unions took full advantage of our carelessness. They moved quickly to elect union-friendly school board members who rewarded them with fat compensation packages that crippled school budgets and locked local taxpayers into decades of ever-increasing property taxes.

They started pumping millions of dollars into the campaigns of union-friendly political candidates in an effort to guarantee influence over policies and budgets.

They developed a closed system of collective bargaining, where they and their handpicked board members decided how to spend the money and run the schools while taxpayers were all but locked out of the room.

They fought bitterly against suggested reforms like performance pay for outstanding teachers and tougher evaluations for all teachers. They resisted any changes to tenure laws or seniority provisions that guarantee employment for all, regardless of qualifications.

They did everything in their power to maintain their guaranteed clientele of geographically trapped students by fighting anything that even had a whiff of “choice” to it, including the development of charter schools, online schools, home-schooling, and private school voucher programs.

The unions had successfully arranged things exactly the way they wanted them: Government spending on public education continued to rise; salaries and benefits continued to skyrocket; and jobs for compliant dues-payers were basically guaranteed for life.

Everyone else stood by and pretty much let it happen. We were lazy and naïve—and now we’re paying the price.

But a few years ago something remarkable happened: taxpayers began to wake up. Perhaps it was the recession or the insane tax bills or the constant bad news about America’s educational standing—but, whatever the reason, people started to pay attention again.

And they didn’t like what they were seeing.

Federal and state spending on public education has increased nearly 1,500 percent since 1970. Over $2 trillion (adjusted for inflation) has been spent by the federal government alone since 1965, and the total cost of a K–12 public education now stands at more than $151,000 per student. After adjusting for inflation, that’s almost 300 percent higher than what we spent on the graduating class of 1970.

Unfortunately, that investment hasn’t yielded much of a return. According to a study of government data performed by the Cato Institute and presented to a congressional committee in 2011, “Math and Reading scores at the end of high school are unchanged over the past forty years, while Science scores suffered a slight decline through the year 1999, the last time that test was administered.”

Our students also continue to fall behind their peers in other nations. According to 2012 PISA (Programme for International Student Assessment) test scores, American students rank 31st in math, 24th in science, and 21st in reading globally. Our students are outperformed by those in Vietnam, Iceland, Estonia, and Hungary.

It’s clear we haven’t been getting our money’s worth from our education system, and now more and more people are finally demanding change.

That brings me back to the overall argument we’re addressing in this chapter, which can pretty much be summed up as the controllists telling the rest of us to mind our own business.

The real reason that line is so dangerous is that it’s the one thing that guarantees the status quo will continue. Unions know that when we come to our senses and remember that we’re the owners and that they work for us, the charade will be over.

We shouldn’t be surprised by this reaction. In fact, we should expect it. The education “professionals” are simply reacting like teens would react if you left them at home with gobs of your money and no supervision for a year and then you returned and tried to restore law and order. They’d be upset because the party was over. They’d tell you everything was actually fine and beg you to go away again, to give them just a little more time. Teachers’ union leaders feel the same way. They’d much prefer we stay out of the house.

Their tactics will be familiar. They will attempt to mock, belittle, and intimidate us, all in the hope that we will once again defer to their superior intellect and let them handle our schools however they’d like.

But those days are over.

The time has come for us to form our own union: a group of concerned parents and taxpayers who believe that enough is enough. Our power will come through our common goals and unending focus on a simple yet effective strategy: to use our votes to elect responsible school board members and state officials who actually listen to the public. After all, politicians aren’t stupid. They like union money, but they like votes even more. If taxpayers tell them to fix our schools and then we follow up by bouncing a few who think we’re bluffing, we will get the kind of change we want—and we’ll get it fast.

So, to all of the status quo–loving bureaucrats, controllists, and union leaders, thanks for the tip—I think we will start minding our business.
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CRITICS OF THE SYSTEM ARE JUST “TEACHER BASHERS”

“When did teacher bashing become the new national pastime?”

—SAM CHALTAIN, former national director of the Forum for Education and Democracy

“America hates teachers because America hates learning. How can anyone who tries to instill ideas in the next generation stand a chance in this country that brought us Fox News and reality television?”

—DAVID SIROONIAN, New York City history teacher

“Since a teacher’s working conditions are a child’s learning conditions, attacking teachers is the same as attacking children.”

—RANDY MOUSLEY, president of United Teachers of Wichita

“Governor Romney and a number of folks try to politicize the issue and do a lot of teacher-bashing.”

—BARACK OBAMA, U.S. president

Teachers’ union officials are the ultimate political animals. The NEA and AFT doled out a combined $19.4 million to the Democratic Party, its candidates, and allies, in 2012. In addition, they regularly deliver thousands of volunteers and votes to their anointed candidates at every level of government, and they can always be counted on to lob verbal bombs at Republicans.

They can dish it out with the best of them, but they can’t take it. When someone criticizes a teachers’ union, they often respond by invoking claims of “teacher bashing.”

“The trouble is that the current teacher-bashing rhetoric plays right into the hands of conservative politicians who want to slash pay and benefits for teachers,” wrote Ashley Lauren Samsa, a public school teacher in Illinois.

The “rhetoric” she was referring to included the idea that bad teachers can’t be fired because of union contracts. But that’s not rhetoric, it’s a fact—and it has absolutely nothing to do with cutting pay for teachers. In fact, most conservatives I know agree with me that good teachers should be paid more.

Still, the idea that attacking antiquated concepts, like granting tenure to third-grade public school teachers, is somehow equivalent to bashing teachers themselves is very effective. Most teachers are highly respected—even beloved—in their communities. A 2013 Gallup poll revealed that 73 percent of people have “trust and confidence” in public school teachers. That number rose to 78 percent when filtered to respondents under the age of forty.

A 2006 Harris poll found similar levels of admiration for public school teachers: 75 percent of respondents said teachers have “very great” or “considerable” prestige. A 2013 Pew Research Center poll revealed that 72 percent of people believe that teachers contribute “a lot” to society’s well-being.

Despite union leaders’ best efforts to conflate the two, teachers and their unions are far from the same thing. In fact, only a very small percentage of teachers take any interest in their union at all. In most states they become dues-paying union members because that is what’s required to get a job in a public school. Those dues are usually deducted involuntarily right from their paychecks.

What would happen if union membership were optional in more states? It’s hard to know for sure but it’s instructive to look at Wisconsin, the birthplace of progressivism, for some evidence. In 2011 the state adopted Act 10, a law that made union membership voluntary for public employees. The state’s largest teachers’ union quickly lost about 50 percent of its membership and had to send volunteers door-to-door to collect delinquent dues.

The problem is not the teachers; it’s the system they’ve been put into. Which brings me back to the quote by Ms. Samsa about the “rhetoric” over firing bad teachers, which she equates to “teacher bashing.” Samsa says that “the key to saving American education is not getting rid of bad teachers; it is making the profession more attractive to the good teachers, thus making school more attractive to students.”

I respectfully disagree. (I hope she doesn’t consider that teacher bashing.) The key to saving American education is doing both of those things. We absolutely must attract more good teachers, but we also have to clear the pond of those who lack the necessary skills or motivation. In what is arguably the most important “industry” in our country we tolerate failure and reward mediocrity far too often. We allow poor teachers to hang around and plague our schools until they choose to retire.

That’s not teacher bashing, because it’s not really even the bad teachers who are the problem—they should be expected—it’s the political forces that defend a system that is so clearly broken that is the problem. Blaming bad teachers for everything that ails us in public education is like blaming someone in line for food stamps for our national debt. That person isn’t responsible, they are only living within the rules that society has created.

If we are sometimes guilty of bashing bad teachers it’s because we haven’t been allowed to do anything about them. Sometimes good teachers do unfortunately get caught in the crossfire, but that’s the fault of the unions, not the public.

Union leaders insist on having all teachers compensated and treated the same way. They force us to lump the good ones in with the bad. That’s not fair to the hundreds of thousands of outstanding teachers across the nation, but that’s the way it is. For years reformers have been calling for changes—like merit bonuses and performance pay—that will allow the best teachers to be recognized and rewarded. But the unions won’t stand for it. They insist we take the good with the bad and treat them all the same.

The teachers’ union in East Baton Rouge, Louisiana, recently protested because the school board there took out a full-page ad in a local newspaper, naming and congratulating the teachers who had scored well in the state’s recently adopted teacher evaluation process. Carnell Washington, the union president, said that publishing their names was a breach of privacy as well as an insult to teachers not named. “It’s not a contest to see how many highly effective teachers are in a school,” he said. “Publishing this data is unfair to all of the other teachers who may be doing a fantastic job in the classroom.”

By demanding real transparency in the system and a real reward/punishment system, critics are not bashing teachers; we are bashing the unions that hold so many teachers back from reaching their full potential. The unions would serve everyone better if they embraced and promoted their outstanding members, rather than spending so much time defending their worst.

It’s difficult to talk about reforming education without talking about teacher quality. A lot of people try to walk on eggshells, not wanting to look as though they are pointing a finger at those who stand in front of our kids doing the hard work every day. But if you don’t acknowledge that teacher quality is the key to turning all this around, then your solutions aren’t going to get us very far.

Teacher quality is influenced by lots of different factors—many of which I cover in this book: unions and collective bargaining; the quality of our teachers’ colleges; compensation strategies; administrators and school boards; and federal mandates promoting “teaching to the test.” The entire system rises or falls on teacher quality. Aside from parents, it’s the most critical ingredient to positive educational outcomes—yet most want to sidestep the issue for fear of alienating a group of people that we all respect.

My only agenda in this book is to figure out how we can help and support the best and brightest teachers. If they succeed, our kids and schools will as well. I’m comfortable with breaking a few eggs in the process and getting some people mad at me (most of whom will likely not even take the time to actually read this book) if that’s what it takes to make real progress.
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PUBLIC SCHOOLS ARE UNDERFUNDED

“Philadelphia needs $1 billion more a year, or nearly $5,000 additional per pupil, in order to educate all students to academic proficiency.”

—PENNSYLVANIA STATE BOARD OF EDUCATION

“Many of our public schools have also been badly underfunded, regularly pummeled by budget cuts, rising class sizes, wrongheaded policies, and damaging mandates that have served to further undermine their mission.”

—DIANE RAVITCH, Research Professor of Education, New York University

“When people talk about other nations out-educating the United States, it needs to be remembered that those other nations are out-investing us in education as well.”

—RANDI WEINGARTEN, president of the AFT

If the public school establishment is good at anything, it’s public relations. Union leaders, administrators, and school board members know how to get their message out, whether it’s accurate or not. These controllists constantly scream to a compliant media that public schools are woefully underfunded and that no one should be surprised when test scores drop and students graduate without the ability to read their diplomas.

“We can rebuild our public education system,” a guest columnist recently wrote in a Seattle-area newspaper. “It will require the state to invest at least $1 billion more each year in K–12 education.”

Sure enough, the American people are eating up that message, hook, line, and sinker.

Thirty-five percent of respondents in a recent poll named “funding” as the biggest problem facing public schools. That was by far the most popular answer to the question. (The second most popular response was “lack of discipline,” at just 8 percent.)

The theory that money can solve all problems makes sense to most people. Well-compensated teachers, administrators, and other school employees should theoretically produce better-educated students.

There’s only one problem: that theory is dead wrong, and the facts prove it.

Roughly 80 percent of most public school budgets are swallowed up by labor costs. In the private sector, higher salaries and better benefits are generally tied to performance. If an employee is productive, and the company does well, their salary grows. But in the era of union domination of public schools, there’s little connection between employee performance and compensation.

In most school districts across the nation, all teachers are given automatic, annual raises every year based on years of service and number of graduate classes completed. To put it bluntly, most teachers get a raise for not dying over the summer—their classroom performance, or lack thereof, has nothing to do with it. While Ms. Samsa would undoubtedly convict me of teacher-bashing for that statement, it’s simply an indictment of the system and is one of the main reasons why the money we continually throw at education never seems to trickle down to the kids themselves.

School administrators and union officials keep demanding more funding every year and claim that we can’t expect better academic results until we “fully fund schools”—but what does that even mean? It’s sort of like people who use the “fair share” slogan when it comes to taxes, yet refuse to ever put a specific number on what that fair share should be.

Philadelphia public schools have been in financial and academic meltdown for years. The district’s most recent budget deficit was reportedly $304 million. In January 2012, district leaders issued 1,400 layoff notices to employees. Eighteen months later, school leaders laid off another 3,783 employees. Things were so dire that the district required an emergency infusion of cash from the state just to open its doors for the start of the 2013–2014 school year.

There are a number of reasons for the district’s downfall, but chief among them is the budget stress caused by unsustainable pay and benefits for employees. An analysis by EAGnews found that the district spent $132 million on health insurance for union members in 2011–2012. Employees contributed less than one-half of 1 percent toward the cost of that benefit.

In that single year, teachers also received automatic “step” raises, costing $16.8 million. That was in addition to a 3 percent general raise, which cost another $14.4 million, and another $36.2 million paid out in unused sick leave.

Want more insanity? The district coughed up $2.3 million to pay for the personal legal bills of union members for things such as divorces or buying a home. The district even spent $5.2 million on the union “wage continuation plan”—a program that continues to pay employees who have used up all of their sick days but are still unable to work.

Philadelphia is only one city, so it’s important to look at how America stacks up against other countries.

The Associated Press summarized a recent report from the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) by saying, “The United States spends more than other developed nations on its students’ education each year, with parents and private foundations picking up more of the costs.”

How much more? Well, if you add up all of the various constituencies that contribute to our educational system, we spend about 7.3 percent of our entire gross domestic product (GDP). The average OECD country spent 6.3 percent.

If you narrow those statistics down to only primary and lower secondary education, the United States spends 3 percent of its GDP versus the OECD average of 2.5 percent. Finland, which is often held up as one of the gold standards of public education, spends right at the OECD average of 2.5 percent.

To say that the United States does not “invest” enough in education is ridiculous and is only meant to distract people from talking about the real issues that are holding us back. Besides, the data makes it clear that more money does not automatically result in better student performance.

A recent study from the nonpartisan, free-market group State Budget Solutions revealed that “from 2009 to 2011, the states that spent the most money as a percentage of total spending did not produce students with better ACT scores or graduation rates.”

Texas ranked first in the nation in K–12 spending as a percentage of its total budget, but ranked below the national average for graduation rates and ACT scores. Between 2009 and 2011, forty-five states spent more on education as a percentage of their total budget than Massachusetts, yet Massachusetts finished first in average ACT scores all three years.

Perhaps more money for education would make a difference if that money was actually spent on students. But it usually isn’t. Most new spending goes into the pockets of employees, and that doesn’t translate into higher student achievement.

In New York, for instance, the amount of spending per pupil increased by 28.2 percent between 2005–2006 and 2010–2011. Sounds great until you realize that the amount spent per pupil on employee compensation increased by 27.7 percent during that same period.

You can see the same trend in other states: Connecticut (26.6 percent increase in spending, 24.6 percent increase in compensation); Louisiana (27.6 percent, 30.9 percent); Maryland (30 percent, 31.5 percent).

When we “invest” more money in public education, we’re really just handing out a bunch of raises or benefits without demanding anything in return.

That fact gets increasingly irritating when we look at the spending habits of some school districts around the nation. Take Los Angeles, for example. In 2011–2012, it spent $334 million on employee health insurance, with no contribution from employees. It spent another $82 million on retiree health insurance with no contribution from retirees, and another $47 million on automatic, annual raises for teachers, with no connection to performance.

That district’s budget deficit? $640 million.

Worse than its financial performance was its academic performance. The district’s graduation rate in 2011 was a miserable 61 percent. Only 32 percent of eleventh graders were proficient in math skills, 35 percent in biology/life sciences, and 37 percent in English/language arts.

The evidence all points to one fact: more money for public schools produces wealthier school employees and bigger budgets, and that’s about it.


4



TEACHERS’ UNIONS PUT KIDS FIRST

“Students Are OUR Priority”

—MICHIGAN EDUCATION ASSOCIATION, protest sign

“SEA [The Sweetwater Education Association] is committed to put each other and our students first. We know that you can’t put students first when you put teachers last.”

—HELEN FARIAS, Sweetwater school district (CA) union director

“From day one, our organizations came to the table and advocated for changes that put Illinois kids first and ensured our teachers can do what they do best: teach.”

—KEN SWANSON, former Illinois Education Association president

Albert Shanker, the late president of the American Federation of Teachers, likely spent years of his life regretting an honest statement he made in 1985: “When schoolchildren start paying dues, that’s when I’ll start representing the interests of school-children.”

Former National Education Association legal counsel Bob Chanin probably feels the same way about comments he included in his retirement speech at the 2009 NEA convention:

NEA and its affiliates are effective advocates because we have power and we have power because there are more than 3.2 million people who are willing to pay us hundreds of millions of dollars in dues each year because they believe we are the unions that can most effectively represent them, the unions that can protect their rights and advance their interests as education employees.

Those two honest remarks have done a lot to dispel a myth that the teachers’ unions have been nursing, developing, and depending on for decades: that their labor goals incorporate the needs of students, and that they are the guardians of student interests.

We see this sentiment displayed on union protest signs all the time—“We’re here for the students.” The idea is even implanted in the name of the nation’s largest teachers’ union: the National Education Association. This moniker is designed to conjure up pleasant feelings about an entire organization dedicated to quality education and the well-being of children.

Successfully selling that concept does a lot for unions at contract time, when residents of any given community come out of the woodwork to support their teachers in negotiation showdowns with evil school boards. Unions prey on this goodwill by publicly protesting and picketing when things don’t go their way at the bargaining table. Isolated school boards, inundated with nasty messages and phone calls from residents, usually end up caving in to union demands.

When they don’t cave, unions are often willing to turn up the heat even further. When the union in Framingham, Massachusetts, wasn’t getting what it wanted from the school committee, they went into full Saul Alinsky–style attack mode. As the Boston Globe reported:

[T]he union representing Framingham teachers has urged its members to volunteer personal information they know about committee members, including what health clubs they belong to, and where their spouses work. . . .

“Many of us have felt some degree of stress in coming to work due to the contract struggles and it is not right that the committee put this on us,” [union president Sam] Miskin wrote [in an email seeking dirt]. “For all of the stress we have felt, we owe it to the committee to return the favor. . . . The focus will now be on making the committee feel the same stresses that we have.”

Unions also use secrecy to their advantage. Despite the fact that school districts and unions are determining how to spend millions of taxpayer dollars, most still negotiate collective bargaining agreements behind closed doors. Citizens are typically left in the dark about the details of a new contract until it’s already been ratified and carries the weight of law.

The public believes the unions represent the kids, so the public backs off. School boards, lacking the public relations budgets necessary to match those of the powerful unions, are forced to accept the role of villain with little ability to fight back. But as Shanker and Chanin acknowledged, it’s all a big charade.

The truth is that teachers’ unions exist to protect the interests of their members, whether those interests are consistent with the interests of students or not. Everyone can judge for themselves whether that is good or bad, but either way, it is a fact. How else can you explain why so many unions see it fit to write “evergreen” clauses into their collective bargaining agreements. These clauses essentially mandate that terms of expired agreements remain in effect until a new agreement is negotiated, regardless of how long it takes.

The Buffalo, New York, school district is well acquainted with how onerous evergreen clauses can be. Back in the 1970s, the unions managed to win a provision providing free cosmetic surgery to employees. This has cost the district as much as $9 million per year and school officials have long been eager to get rid of it. The problem is that there hasn’t been a new labor agreement since 2004, so the nipping and tucking has continued unabated at taxpayer expense. At one point the district offered to cancel one hundred scheduled teacher layoffs in exchange for cancellation of the program, but the union—which supposedly cares so much for the well-being of the students in its district—wouldn’t go for it.

Carolyn Doggett, former executive director of the 325,000-member California Teachers Association, acknowledged the truth about her powerful union in a speech she gave to the state council last year:

[A]s we celebrate the 150th Anniversary of CTA, we must remember that we were founded for one reason—and one reason only—and that was to engage in politics. We were founded to engage in the political process in order to create an organized system of public instruction and to elevate the profession of teaching in California. The fact that our establishment in 1863 coincides with the passage of the Emancipation Proclamation may be a beautiful coincidence, but from the very beginning, we were founded in the throes of political activism and social justice.

Given that mission, it’s probably not surprising how most unions reacted when asked to accept wage and benefit concessions as a result of the recent recession. Schools, hurt by falling tax revenues, approached unions across the country and asked for various sacrifices for the good of the students.

One of the most common concessions asked for by districts had to do with the “last in, first out” policy that’s written into thousands of collective bargaining agreements across the nation. This policy, which forces districts to lay off teachers strictly according to their seniority, means that those with higher paychecks keep their jobs while younger teachers get the pink slips—regardless of performance or any other factors. For obvious reasons, many local and state unions have gone to the mat in recent years to defend these policies.

A study by Education Next found that seventy-five of the largest school districts in the country use seniority as a factor in layoff decisions and more than 70 percent of these districts use seniority as the sole factor.

A rational person might expect local unions to make exceptions to that rule when the younger teachers facing layoff are clearly among the best teachers on staff. After all, keeping the best teachers is certainly in the best interests of students. But that’s not the way the unions see it. Consider what happened a couple of years ago in Milwaukee.

Under terms of their collective bargaining agreement, teachers in the Milwaukee school district had a choice between two generous health plans—both of which were 100 percent paid for by the district.

School board leaders, faced with a multimillion-dollar deficit, asked the union to alter the collective bargaining agreement so that all teachers could be moved to the less expensive of the two options. The board explained that the switch would save the district about $48 million per year, along with the jobs of all 482 younger teachers who faced immediate layoff.

With the cost of both plans fully funded by the district, employees had no incentive to commit themselves to the lower-cost plan, which presumably offered some lower degree of benefits (although that is not stated in media reports). Employees with more seniority had even less incentive to make the switch, since most of them knew they would not be affected by the “last in, first out” layoff policy.

The union responded to the district with a flat “no,” calling instead for federal tax money to save the younger teachers’ jobs.

“The problem must be addressed with a national solution,” said Pat O’Mahar, interim executive director of the Milwaukee Teachers’ Education Association (MTEA), “a federal stimulus package that will restore educator positions and allow MPS (Milwaukee Public School) children to keep their teachers.”

Local unions wanted to move the burden up to the federal level, but that’s not how it worked out. Megan Sampson, a Milwaukee teacher who was named the 2010–2011 “Outstanding First Year Teacher” by the Wisconsin Council of Teachers of English, was laid off as a result of the MTEA refusing to agree to the insurance change. She later complained, along with many others, that she hadn’t been kept informed by the union about contract negotiations, or the possible consequences. “Given the opportunity,” she said, “of course I would have switched to a different (insurance) plan to save my job, or the jobs of 10 other teachers.”

Another example comes from Pittsburgh, where the school board asked the Pittsburgh Federation of Teachers (PFT) to change their “last in, first out” policy so that outstanding younger teachers could be spared in a round of layoffs. The board pointed to a special “turnaround” elementary school that had improved academically due to the special assignment of some of the best younger teachers in the district. The union rejected the idea, and the board eventually voted to lay off 280 employees, including 190 represented by the PFT and many of the younger teachers who’d been assigned to that successful “turnaround” elementary.

It’s not just the seniority layoff policy that leads to these kinds of unfortunate results for students. In Strongsville, Ohio, teachers walked out for eight weeks in 2013 over stalled contract negotiations. This happened in the second half of the school year, just as seniors were preparing for graduation and other students were preparing their final assignments.

The district tried to shield students from the labor dispute by hiring temporary replacement teachers but the union responded by making life miserable for the substitutes. They protested outside the schools where their chants could be heard during class. They personally harassed the subs as they came and went from the schools, with one teacher shouting “Rosa Parks would be ashamed!” to an African-American sub. They even handed out leaflets in their neighborhoods, informing residents that they were living near “scabs.”

When the strike finally ended, the nearby Cleveland teachers’ union filed a request for the names and addresses of the fill-in teachers. (The district denied the request and the union’s subsequent lawsuit is still pending.) Why did they want the names? It’s anyone’s guess—but if the request is eventually granted it’s not hard to imagine that these subs might find themselves unable to secure full-time teaching jobs in the future.

The argument that teachers’ unions are focused solely on our children is especially hard to take when stories surface about unions spending enormous quantities of time and money defending teachers who clearly have no place in the classroom.

During the 2006–2007 school year, the Swartz Creek, Michigan, school district suspended teacher/counselor Mary Ruth Clark (with pay) due to what officials described as “erratic and worrisome behavior.” Clark was examined by a psychiatrist, who wrote that “the patient seems very paranoid. . . . I don’t believe she should return to work at this time. . . .” She was also examined by a psychologist, who wrote that she should be allowed to return to work only if she “becomes involved in individual psychotherapy on a weekly basis.”

The district told Clark that she could return to work if she obtained a clean bill of mental health from a professional. According to district officials, she never provided such documentation.

In 2008, Clark asked the Michigan Tenure Commission to force the district to choose between immediate reinstatement or termination. The district chose to fire her, and she challenged that decision.

At a hearing, the Tenure Commission ruled that the district had sufficient grounds for termination, but it also noted that the district lacked updated information on her psychological condition, so it ordered her reinstatement.

The district fought that order for several years, until the Michigan Education Association, Clark’s union, filed a lawsuit. In May 2011, almost five years since the initial episodes of erratic behavior were witnessed, a judge ordered her reinstatement.

Nobody—least of all the union officials who filed the lawsuit—had any idea about the current state of Clark’s mental health, but they fought tooth and nail for her reinstatement anyway. Are those really the actions of an organization that puts kids first?

Former NEA president Mary Hatwood Futrell may have summed it up best when, in 1982, she explained the overriding mission of their powerful union:

The major purpose of our organization is not the education of children. It is or ought to be the extension and/or preservation of our members’ rights. We earnestly care about the kids learning, but that is secondary to the other goals.

There are plenty of great union members who care deeply about our kids. Put your trust and faith in them—not in the unions themselves.
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TEACHERS NEED UNIONS AND COLLECTIVE BARGAINING

“Collective bargaining provides a foundation and security for public school employees upon which they build policies that enable them to meet the needs of the students they serve. It is this foundation that helps to attract the best and brightest minds into the teaching profession and to retain those individuals. . . .”

—PENNSYLVANIA STATE EDUCATION ASSOCIATION

“Teachers without due process or collective bargaining rights cannot safely speak out for what is best for students.”

—TEACHERS FOR SOCIAL JUSTICE

A headline on a pro-union website recently proclaimed that “Teachers Need Strong Unions.”

If that’s the case, many of the teachers themselves don’t seem to be aware of it. As we’ve seen recently, when teachers get a chance to dump their mandatory union memberships, they do so in big numbers.

Perhaps the best example of this comes from Wisconsin, where state lawmakers adopted a law in 2011 that offered emancipation to thousands of public sector union members. As a result, the Wisconsin Education Association Council, the state’s largest teachers’ union, lost approximately thirty thousand members, or about one-third of their total membership. Teachers in 13 percent of the state’s four-hundred-plus school districts have already voted to decertify their local unions, and that number is expected to grow.

Once they were given the choice, thousands of teachers asked themselves if they were getting their money’s worth from their unions, and their answer was a resounding “no.”

Michigan tried to follow Wisconsin’s lead by passing a series of right-to-work laws in 2012, giving all public sector employees the right to decide if they want to be union members. It sounds promising, but most employees never even got the chance to enjoy their freedom.

The right-to-work law didn’t take effect until six months after the legislation passed, meaning that it did not affect local school districts until their current labor contracts expired. As a result, numerous unions throughout the state rushed back to the bargaining table to negotiate new or extended contracts designed to keep their members trapped for years into the future.

In the Taylor, Michigan, school district, the union and school board agreed to a new four-year contract, as well as a ten-year “union security clause” that kept all teachers trapped in the union for the next decade. Getting this deal done quickly was so important that the union accepted the type of concessions—including a 10 percent pay cut for teachers—it never would have in the past.

Three Taylor teachers sued for their freedom but eventually lost in court.

“This is really a union insecurity clause,” said an attorney for one of the rebellious teachers, “because rather than proving its worth to its members, the union is forcing all teachers to continue paying dues or agency fees through 2023.”

Most of the teachers who leave their unions are likely higher-quality educators. Ineffective, dangerous, and troublesome teachers are far less likely to quit because they clearly benefit from the protections that strong unions can provide for teachers who have no business being near a classroom.

As Douglas County, Colorado, school board president John Carson recently said, “The union is just a little group of people who have figured out a great way to be paid to be political activists. They do provide support for some teachers who should go. They will go to bat for teachers who are low performers or who have disciplinary issues. They don’t really do anything else.”

Carson left out another group of teachers that unions will go to bat for: those who are sexually abusive or have behavioral problems. In New York City, for instance, the local union has negotiated an arbitration process for teachers accused of wrongdoing. The process has traditionally been very slow, leaving many teachers drawing full salaries and benefits for months or years while doing absolutely nothing.

And when these teachers finally reach the hearing phase, they stand a decent chance of reinstatement, regardless of their crime. That’s because the arbitrators are jointly employed by the school district and the union, and are very aware that their continued employment is based on giving the union its share of victories, deserved or not.

High school teacher Norman Siegel was accused of pressing his genitalia against a female student’s leg. An arbitrator ruled that the charge was likely true, but Siegel was only punished with a forty-five-day unpaid suspension, according to the New York Daily News.

Then there’s the case of gym and health teacher Willie Laraque, who was accused of bending a male student over a desk, leaning in to him, and saying, “I’ll show you what is gay.” The Daily News reported that Laraque is back in the classroom after paying a $10,000 fine.

Sometimes the unions even score big financial victories for teachers after they’re fired and imprisoned. One of the most egregious examples comes from 1980, when a teacher from Ann Arbor, Michigan, was terminated after five students testified that he sexually molested them. The teacher challenged his dismissal with the legal assistance of the Michigan Education Association. In 1984, while the case was still pending, the teacher murdered his wife with an axe. But the union pressed forward with the defense, and nine years later they secured $200,000 in back pay for him.

More recently—again in Michigan—Rose City–West Branch high school teacher Neal Erickson admitted to molesting a student for three years. While he was sitting in prison after his conviction, the Michigan Education Association filed a grievance on his behalf, claiming he was due a $10,000 payout when he left the district. Even shackles and orange jumpsuits apparently aren’t enough to knock the taxpayer-funded union gravy train off the tracks.

Teachers’ unions have always been obsessed about standing up for their least qualified members, regardless of how inept they are in the classroom, or what they have done to hurt students. So is it any wonder that good teachers flee the unions when they get the chance? They are clearly not a high priority for Big Labor. Why would good teachers want to stay in an organization that sends most of their dues money to state and national parent unions so that it can be spent on Democratic political candidates and liberal causes they may not even support?

The Douglas County, Colorado, school board discontinued its relationship with the Douglas County Federation of Teachers in 2012, partially due to the union’s misuse of local dues revenue. School board president John Carson explained, “We also told the union, if you want us to collect $1.3 million per year in union dues on your behalf, you have to start spending that right here in Douglas County on the teachers who pay the dues. Their dirty little secret is that almost all of that money had been going to the national AFT [American Federation of Teachers].

“In 2009, for example, out of that $1.3 million about $850,000 went to the national AFT for political purposes. Another couple hundred thousand went to the state AFT. From what we could figure, they were only spending about $4,000 locally for teacher training.”

Andrew Buikema, a high school band director from Grant, Michigan, was incensed when he learned that his National Education Association dues would increase ten dollars per member to fund the union’s political advertising, which was heavily supporting President Obama’s reelection bid in 2011. “I became a teacher to help kids, not to become a political pawn,” Buikema said.

The truth is not that teachers need strong unions, as the headline mentioned earlier suggests; it’s the other way around: unions need teachers and the dues money they provide. After all, how else would they be able to pay the generous salaries of their leaders, like AFT president Randi Weingarten (who makes $407,323) and her NEA counterpart, Dennis Van Roekel (who makes $362,644)?

They also need these dues in order to maintain their political muscle in Washington, D.C., and various state capitals. In 2012 the NEA spent $18.1 million on political contributions (95 percent of it going to Democratic candidates) and another $5.9 million on lobbying. Without these payments it’s very possible that politicians might finally stop pretending that ideas like tenure and seniority pay make sense for our kids.

Unions know that their members don’t join because they want to; they join because they’re forced to. When governments allow teachers to make a choice, unions fight back hard to protect the status quo.
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TEACHERS NEED TENURE

“I have only taught in Duval County (Fla.) for seven years, but the most important moment was Day One of my fourth year. It meant that I had reached ‘tenure’ status. . . .”

—CHRISTOPHER HARVEY, Florida teacher

“Teachers also need protection against ambitious, my-way-or-the-highway administrators who come in with dictatorial methods and are willing to remove anyone who questions their judgment. If tenure is removed, teachers in many school districts will no longer have the ability to question changes that could have a negative impact on them and the children they serve.

—RANDY TURNER, English teacher, Joplin, Missouri

“Teacher tenure—at both the K–12 and university level—is enormously important, not just to individual teachers, but also to society as a whole. Tenure is protection against shortsighted or vindictive administrators. Tenure is what enables teachers to collaborate with each other instead of competing, to speak up for the rights of students, and to fight for justice in the classroom, the school community, and the larger community that the school serves.”

—RETHINKING SCHOOLS, editorial

Teaching is a difficult and frequently thankless job.

It takes the right type of person to be willing to go to work every day, put up with a ton of nonsense and politics, and still do their best to teach our kids.

Sometimes the best teachers are those who have been at it for years and have acquired a great deal of skill and insight. Sometimes the best are the beginners, straight out of college, who are bursting with the type of enthusiasm and fresh ideas that make students want to learn and get ahead in life.

But one thing is certain: it’s absolutely crucial for every classroom to have a high-quality teacher. That’s why strong state tenure laws, which essentially give lifetime job protection to K–12 teachers who follow the rules and stay out of trouble, are such a bad idea.

The union types will almost always describe tenure, which is often granted after a teacher’s first three to five years on the job, in its most simplistic terms and shake their heads in wonderment when someone objects. They remind us that tenure was created to protect teachers against unfair termination. And they’re right—but times have changed.

Years ago, before teachers’ unions were common, teaching jobs were often handed out as rewards to loyal supporters of successful local politicians. Those teachers could be—and often were—fired for just about any reason, fair or unfair.

But the world has evolved a great deal since then, and there are now many safeguards in place against unjust termination. “So much has changed about our larger legal framework,” said Tim Daly, president of TNTP (formerly The New Teacher Project). “A law about teacher tenure, by far, is not the only thing that would protect you.”

What should protect teachers is what protects anyone who must continually justify their job: success. Good teachers continue working, bad ones go away. And if a good teacher is fired without cause or because of some political grudge or ideological difference with a principal, you can be sure that parents will hold that principal accountable. Administrators who value their jobs will heed the public’s demands.

Despite the common sense inherent in a system where people must compete for their jobs every year, union supporters have a way of making tenure laws seem logical, fair, and simple.

“Tenure for K–12 teachers is not guaranteed lifetime employment,” wrote an educator who blogs anonymously as “Ceolaf.” “Rather, after teaching three years with good evaluations, tenured teachers cannot be fired at the drop of a hat or at the whim of an administrator. Rather, the principal must document the teacher’s problems, let him/her know about them, give him/her an opportunity to correct them, and then check to see whether they are corrected. If all of these steps are documented, the teacher can be dismissed.”

What this blogger fails to mention is the time and money that’s required to try to fire a tenured teacher, with absolutely no guarantee of success.

New Jersey’s termination process, which was recently reformed, was one of the worst in the nation. First, formal tenure charges had to be filed against a teacher. Then an in-depth investigation followed, during which physical and documentary evidence was gathered and statements were taken from witnesses. That typically took about three months.

The case was then sent to the state Office of Administrative Law and a trial would be scheduled. Because there is no constitutional guarantee of a “speedy trial” in tenure cases, they often took one to four years to complete. The teacher’s pay was suspended for the first four months, and then reinstated for the duration of the proceedings, no matter how long they took.

James Smith, executive director of school security in Paterson, New Jersey, said that trying to fire a tenured teacher is a “time-consuming, painstaking process. It takes guts, money and know-how.” He should know; the Paterson school district once took four years and spent $400,000 to fire a tenured teacher who was found guilty of physically assaulting a handicapped student.

Illinois investigative reporter Scott Reeder covered this topic in a 2005 report in which he interviewed education labor law attorney T. J. Wilson. Wilson told him:

When I sit down with school administrators who want to fire someone, I tell them to plan on spending at least $100,000 in attorney fees and that they still may lose. Those administrators are sitting there thinking three new teachers could be hired for the cost of firing one bad one.

There is always the possibility that the school district may have to cut some program that benefits children, just to pay for the cost of firing a teacher. This is the biggest reason school districts do not try to fire bad teachers.

Reeder wrote that it costs Illinois school districts an average of $219,504 in legal fees “to get a termination case past all the union-supported hurdles.”

The other option, and one that is frequently chosen by schools, is to save the money and frustration and keep the lousy teachers around. That’s why, when you get past the spin, the truth is that tenure equals lifetime employment for the vast majority of teachers. The New York, Chicago, and Los Angeles school districts, all of which have severe academic problems and their share of lousy teachers, have fired fewer than 1 out of 1,000 tenured teachers in recent years.

Reeder’s 2005 study of Illinois schools found that only 61 of 876 districts even attempted to fire a tenured teacher over the previous eighteen years, and only 38 of them were successful. Of the 95,000 tenured teachers employed at that time, an average of seven were fired per year, and an average of only two were fired for performance reasons.

The concept of teacher tenure seems especially absurd when compared to the way private sector employees are treated. In most corporations, annual reviews are the norm and employee compensation is tied to the results. How many private enterprises would survive if their employees could get away with coasting after three to five years on the job?

Former Minnesota Vikings quarterback Fran Tarkenton once applied the concept of tenure to professional football:

Imagine the National Football League in an alternative reality. Each player’s salary is based on how long he’s been in the league. It’s about tenure, not talent. The same pay scale is used for every player, no matter whether he’s been an All-Pro quarterback or the last man on the roster. For every year a player’s been in the NFL he gets a bump in pay. The only difference between Tom Brady and the worst player in the league is a few years of step increases. And if a player makes it through his third season, he can never be cut from the roster until he chooses to retire, except in the most extreme cases of misconduct.

Let’s face the truth about this alternate reality. The on-field product would steadily decline. Why bother playing harder or better and risk getting hurt?

Some say that the real problem lies with school administrators who hand out tenure like candy, without closely scrutinizing teachers during their probationary years.

“Yes there are many teachers . . . that possess none of the attributes it takes to be a good teacher,” retired teacher Matt Coleman wrote to his local newspaper. “Tenure is not the problem; the failure to evaluate teachers properly and often is. Because of this, tenure has been granted to too many people not suited to be teachers for a variety of untenable reasons.”

Most young teachers have the enthusiasm, but do they also have the skills necessary to help kids learn? That should become obvious over the first three to five years, and principals should be aware of who’s making the grade and who isn’t.

A lot of young teachers quickly realize the job isn’t for them and leave on their own. Some people bemoan the fact that about 45 percent of new teachers walk away within their first five years—but they are probably doing everyone a favor by acknowledging early on that they’re in the wrong line of work.

Other new teachers, despite their obvious lack of skill or enthusiasm for the job, will try to hang on. Principals shouldn’t be shy about letting these young teachers go, but that doesn’t happen as often as it should. A recent report from the nonpartisan TNTP, titled “The Irreplaceables,” found this to be a very serious issue:

Principals rarely attempt to dismiss or counsel out chronically low-performing teachers, though we found teachers are nearly three times as likely to plan to leave if encouraged to do so. In fact, principals often work to retain low-performing teachers, even though a brand new teacher will pay off in improved performance about 75 percent of the time.

Tolerating poor performers keeps ineffective teachers in the classroom indefinitely, demoralizes outstanding teachers, and allows the entire teaching profession to be defined by mediocrity rather than excellence.

A 2009 Los Angeles Times investigation found that the Los Angeles school district denied tenure to fewer than 2 percent of probationary teachers, and their evaluations often consisted of single, preannounced classroom visits that lasted a half hour or less.

In 2010, National Public Radio reported that only one out of every 1,000 teachers is fired for performance-related reasons nationwide. Compare that to one out of every 97 lawyers losing their license to practice law or one out of every 57 doctors having their license revoked, according to the Center for Union Facts. As one New Jersey teachers’ union representative bluntly admitted, “I’ve gone in and defended teachers who shouldn’t even be pumping gas.”

There is another group of teachers to consider as well: those who are excellent in their first five to twenty years on the job, but then burn out with another twenty years still to go. Some of them leave voluntarily, which is good for everyone, but many others hang on for the increasing salary that automatically comes with seniority, as well as the benefits, security, and promise of a nice pension. Worse, these teachers are frequently encouraged to stay by the “longevity bonuses” written into most teachers’ union contracts.

In 2013, Sarasota County, Florida, schools shelled out a staggering $9 million in longevity bonuses “to more than half of the district employees,” according to the Herald-Tribune. Those bonuses were on top of a 3.25 percent across-the-board pay raise.

The Killeen, Texas, district offers a $1,175 bonus for every five years of employment to its teachers. Ending that practice could save the district $900,000 per year, according to the Killeen Daily Herald.

Too much security in any profession or situation breeds laziness. When there is no threat of termination and loss of income and lifestyle, there is less motivation for individuals to keep innovating, improving, and challenging themselves. Who doesn’t remember at least a few older teachers from our K–12 days who were seemingly riding out their remaining years to retirement with little in the way of effort? That’s human nature. Every employee in every profession needs some degree of accountability and an occasional kick in the pants. Without that they become complacent. And complacent teachers usually result in complacent students.

One educator who regularly (and anonymously) publishes a blog called “Confessions of a Burned Out Teacher” recently made a very honest admission:

I am burned out, I do not like being in the classroom and will be honest and blunt about my true feelings. I am not willing to quit teaching to get just any ole job so my quest to find a professional position in the education field outside the high school classroom is my goal. I have been a high school teacher since 1998 nonstop so something has kept me there this long. I am not a bad teacher, I am not the best teacher. I am quick to admit that I could be a much better teacher if that is what I really wanted to do.

Michael Smith, an Illinois school superintendent who publishes a blog called PrincipalsPage.com, wrote a great response to the anonymous, “burned out” teacher:

I’ve come to understand that people who have tenure love it. I mean LOVE it, love, love, love it. Absolutely love it. And what’s not to love? You have a job. You get to keep the job. Forever. And as most of you know, that’s a very long time. Tenure is a pretty good deal if you can get it.

But I would like to ask for one exception. If you publicly announce that you’re “burnt out,” this statement should lead to the automatic recall of your tenure rights. No exceptions. My theory is once someone says this out loud, there is no turning back. If a person establishes that they are “burnt out,” then they can’t come back, at least in the same career.

So if you are in your first year of teaching or 30th year and the “burnt out” bug hits you, you’re done. No tenure. No job. No nothing (except your pension and maybe parting gifts, but that’s it). Because teaching is kind of important and once the passion has left you, so should tenure.

Compare the anonymous teacher’s blog, which is from a real, working educator, to this quote from actor Matt Damon, who thinks he knows how teachers think:

It’s like saying a teacher is going to get lazy when they have tenure. A teacher wants to teach. I mean, why else would you take a [expletive] salary and really long hours and do that job unless you really love to do it?

Well, Matt, in your utopian world where everyone only does what they love, I guess you’re right. But in the real world, where people care about their income and benefits and how they’re going to pay their mortgage and put their kids through college, having a job—sometimes any job—matters.

If we really care about our kids, we need to do more than talk; we need to act. We can’t afford to let these types of teachers hang around and ride it out until retirement. Teaching is one profession where the question “What have you done for us lately?” is appropriate and crucial to keep asking, even for those who have been in the classroom for thirty or forty years.
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PAY SHOULD BE BASED ON SENIORITY, NOT PERFORMANCE

“They know that merit pay undermines collaboration and teamwork. They know that it corrupts the culture of the school. But corporate reformers think they know best, so they continue to push for a reward system that will give bonuses for ‘effective’ teachers (those whose students get higher test scores) and, thus, magically, make teaching attractive to the theoretical ‘best and brightest,’ those graduates of Harvard, Princeton, Yale, and Stanford who would stay in teaching if only they could compete every year for an extra $5,000 or so.”

—DIANE RAVITCH, Research Professor of Education, New York University

“We all must be wary of any system that creates a climate where students are viewed as part of the pay equation, rather than young people who deserve a high quality education that prepares them for their future.”

—BILL RAABE, NEA’s director of collective bargaining and member benefits

“I get nervous when I hear merit pay because it pits teachers against each other. We’re teaching children. We’re not producing widgets.”

—DENNIS DUFFY, union president and teacher

There are many remarkable people who don’t teach for the money, but for the love of the job and their compassion for children. Our system could seemingly not care less about them.

For an example of this in the real world, consider “Sarah,” a teacher who took part (anonymously) in a study from the TNTP after voluntarily transferring to a low-achieving school in a low-income neighborhood. The impact Sarah had there was, by all measures, pretty incredible:

Despite the challenges her low-income students faced, Sarah helped them make extraordinary academic strides compared with other teachers in her school and district. Almost all of her two dozen fourth-grade students spoke Spanish at home, and their English skills were shaky. But when they took required math and reading tests in English that spring, all but one passed the math exam, and all but four passed reading.

By the end of the school year, Sarah had decided to leave her job. Why? Because her extraordinary efforts, and the outstanding performance of her students, were barely noticed by school administrators. “The principal just signed my paperwork,” Sarah said after resigning, “and didn’t even say a word. It made me feel like he couldn’t care less, not about me and not about this school. If he would have said ‘What’s it going to take for me to get you to stay?’ that’s all he had to do. Most people, if they had a really dynamic teacher, wouldn’t they say ‘What’s it going to take?’ ”

The answer to her question seems to be “no.” Mediocrity has become the accepted norm in far too many American government schools, particularly low-achieving schools in economically depressed areas. The best teachers are not valued any more than their peers.

This acceptance of mediocrity is tragically reflected in the personnel policies of most public schools. Union pay scales, which are based solely on seniority and the number of college credits earned, allow some of the worst teachers to collect the same salaries and raises as the best teachers, year after year. These unions operate on the belief that all teachers are equally valuable and their compensation should be primarily based on their years of service. As a result, “last in, first out” provisions in union contracts allow some bad teachers to keep their jobs while good (and generally younger) teachers with less seniority are laid off.

In the Westerville, Ohio, school district, for example, a union contract provision stipulated that a coin flip would be used to determine seniority if two teachers were hired on the same day. One might be a great teacher, the other awful; it makes no difference. That is how much importance unions place on teacher quality.

Even worse are union-negotiated salary scales, which dictate how much teachers will make throughout their careers. They are based completely on seniority and the number of graduate-level college credits earned. Nothing in the typical pay scale provides extra compensation for teachers who are positively impacting student learning.

A perfect example is Jeff Charbonneau, a high school chemistry teacher from Washington State who was named the 2013 National Teacher of the Year. An enterprising journalist did a little digging and learned that roughly 25,000 teachers in Charbonneau’s state make more than he does, simply because they’ve worked longer.

LaRae Munk, a former teacher and local union president who has since become a union critic, believes that this kind of thing takes a toll on teachers. “Though most teachers do not rank salary as their highest priority,” she wrote, “the single pay schedule does hurt morale, makes teachers feel unappreciated, and prevents districts from attracting and retaining the best educators, which in turns hurts the quality of students’ education.”

“We bear a lot of responsibility for this,” admitted AFT president Randi Weingarten. “We were focused—as unions are—on fairness and not as much on quality.”

These pay scales that promote mediocrity are also incredibly expensive. The Los Angeles Unified School District, for example, paid out $47 million in automatic, annual “step” increases for teachers in 2010–2011. The Denver district paid out an additional $21.4 million and the Detroit district spent $15.6 million. There was no promise of better results in the classroom, so what did taxpayers get in return?

This entire system probably sounds ridiculous to people not involved in the education industry—but it sometimes even sounds ridiculous to those who are involved. Antonio Villaraigosa, the former Democratic mayor of Los Angeles, called teachers’ unions “the most powerful defenders of a broken system.”

Given that Villaraigosa was mayor of the city with the second-largest school district in the country (and, before that, a teachers’ union organizer) he had a unique view of the damage done by teachers’ unions there. “The notion that seniority drives every decision—assignments, promotions, layoffs—is unsustainable,” he said. “Imagine if I ran for a third term and said, ‘Vote for me, I’ve been here the longest.’ ”

In many ways teachers’ unions are strikingly similar to the unions of industrial workers. The typical mentality among the leadership of “less work for more money” is far too prevalent. Outstanding efforts by individual employees are frowned upon, because they give “management” a reason to expect better results without an increase in compensation.

How many industrial workers have naïvely busted their butts at first, only to be pulled aside and told by the union steward to “slow down, you’re making everyone else look bad”?

Teachers’ unions generally despise capitalism and the very concept of financial profit, particularly in education. They hate the idea of private charter school management companies making money, even if they produce great academic results. Yet, at the same time, they fail to recognize the greed inherent in the system they’ve created, a system that demands no minimum level of profit or service, guarantees employment, and makes them virtually unaccountable to any of the key stakeholders in education.

Union leaders essentially want the public to believe that all teachers are equal and deserve to be paid and treated that way—but that’s clearly not the case. Some teachers are much more effective than others in helping kids learn, yet school policies and pay scales do little to recognize or reward their efforts. That’s proven by how little importance schools have traditionally attached to teacher evaluations. For years it’s been commonplace for principals to base entire evaluations on short, prescheduled classroom observations and to give nearly all teachers outstanding reviews.

In Florida, those sorts of “drive-by” evaluations recently resulted in nearly 100 percent of the state’s teachers being rated “satisfactory.” Officials there, motivated by $43 million in federal “Race to the Top” dollars, have tried to address the problem by developing and implementing tougher teacher evaluations. But it hasn’t worked—97 percent of Florida teachers were still rated “effective” or “highly effective” in 2012–2013.

The Los Angeles Times created a stir in recent years by publishing a series about teacher effectiveness. They included teachers’ names, along with the test scores of their students and the amount of personal growth students were making as they progressed through the system and worked with various educators.

One story in this series focused on two fifth-grade classes in the same elementary school and the vastly different experiences the students had due to the difference in quality between the two teachers:

Year after year, one fifth-grade class learns far more than the other down the hall. With [teacher] Miguel Aguilar, students consistently have made striking gains on some state standardized tests, many of them vaulting from the bottom third of students in Los Angeles schools to well above average. John Smith’s pupils next door have started out slightly ahead of Aguilar’s but by the end of the year have been far behind.

Aguilar and Smith are on the exact same pay scale. Would anybody be surprised if Aguilar packed up and moved to another school, or another profession, where his outstanding work would be recognized and rewarded?

Unions like to emphasize seniority and education when it comes to compensation, but there’s no real evidence that those things actually matter when it comes to effectiveness. Does seniority really improve student achievement? It may be counterintuitive, but it’s a question worth exploring.

The recent TNTP study “The Irreplaceables” looked at four large urban school districts around the country and found that “40 percent of teachers with more than seven years of experience are less effective at advancing education progress than the average first-year teacher.”

Schools across the nation have been paying nearly $15 billion per year in bonuses for teachers with advanced college degrees, but the TNTP report proves that this might not be money well spent:

[Those teachers] are no more effective on average, than their counterparts without master’s degrees. The more nuanced evidence suggests that master’s degrees in math and science do confer an instructional advantage on teachers of those subjects, yet approximately 90 percent of the master’s degrees held by teachers come from education programs that tend to be unrelated to or unconcerned with instructional efficacy.

In other words, we’re paying teachers for showing up year after year and earning unrelated degrees that do not actually improve their skills, but we’re not rewarding those who actually help kids learn.

“The Irreplaceables” offers a very sobering summary of what this all means for our schools:

Knowing the power of great teachers, one would expect schools to be sharply focused on keeping far more of their best teachers than their lower performers. Instead they keep all teachers at strikingly similar rates, and about half of the Irreplaceables (the most effective 20 percent) leave within their first five years.

Some school administrators would like to improve the quality of their teaching staffs, but the current union compensation system makes that very difficult to do. The result, according to the TNTP study, is that “about 55 percent of Irreplaceables earn lower base salaries than the average ineffective teacher.”

Many organizations, such as school reformer Michelle Rhee’s progressive group StudentsFirst, echo that sentiment:

By removing any financial incentive for individual effort or excellence, these prohibitions only encourage mediocrity. Other professions do not actively prohibit their strongest performers from receiving individual financial rewards. A true performance-based pay system will reward teachers on an individual level for individual achievements in advancing student performance and not solely on seniority and additional degrees.

Some school districts are cutting through the union rhetoric and actually implementing a new performance-based pay system. For example, Michigan’s Leslie Public Schools district established a committee of teachers, administrators, and school board members to develop a “total merit pay process,” according to the free-market Mackinac Center for Public Policy.

“I think there is a belief in our community that if somebody is doing a good job they should get rewarded for doing a good job whether they’ve been here 10 years, or 40 years or two years,” Superintendent Jeff Manthei told Mackinac’s Capitol Confidential. “The present system doesn’t allow for that. And we want to attract good teachers. The teacher reaction has been positive.”

In Wisconsin, where union pay scales are no longer in place, schools have started to recruit outstanding teachers from neighboring districts. That has resulted in some teachers making much more than they were making under the old union system.

“We are particularly finding a trend of schools losing high-performing, well-trained teachers with five to twenty years of school district experience, being recruited to other school districts paying them $5,000 to $15,000 more for the same position,” said Oshkosh school superintendent Stan Mack.

“We are hearing some stories about teachers using their ability to get higher pay elsewhere to negotiate higher pay with their current employer,” said Barry Forbes, associate executive director of the Wisconsin Association of School Boards.

It is human nature to want to be recognized and rewarded for achievement. Anyone who argues against that is simply arguing for the failing status quo. It’s time we start treating teachers as the professionals they are—people with different levels of enthusiasm, passion, skills, and, yes, experience—rather than as robots lined up alongside an assembly line.
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ONLY PEOPLE WHO GO TO A COLLEGE OF EDUCATION SHOULD BE TEACHERS

“Alternative teacher certification programs that push candidates into classrooms without any real intensive training contribute to the already pervasive sentiment that teaching is something anyone can do.”

—NATIONAL EDUCATION ASSOCIATION

Teach For America is a national organization that places temporary teachers in K–12 classrooms in financially and academically struggling school districts. The group is very difficult to get accepted into as it only considers top graduates from top universities. One recent Harvard graduate said that fifteen to twenty of her classmates applied for TFA, but only four or five were accepted. She said one of her closest friends from Harvard was among those turned away, and had to settle for law school at the University of Virginia.

On the flip side, it’s not very hard at all to get accepted into our nation’s teaching colleges. Once you’re in, you don’t have to do extremely well to graduate and gain certification to teach in a K–12 school. As the Wall Street Journal put it, “entrance requirements to most colleges of education are too lax, and the requirements for graduation are too low.”

Most of our nation’s teachers come from those colleges. (The Department of Education reports that just 15 percent of teachers enter the profession via alternative programs.) And that has left us in quite a bind. “[Teacher] colleges have become an industry of mediocrity, churning out first-year teachers with classroom management skills and content knowledge inadequate to thrive in classrooms with ever increasing ethnic and socioeconomic student diversity,” the National Council on Teacher Quality reported.

A recent study by McKinsey reported that “the U.S. attracts most of its teachers from the bottom two-thirds of college classes, with nearly half coming from the bottom third, especially for schools in poor neighborhoods. Department of Education data shows that only 23 percent of new teachers overall—and about 14 percent of those in high-poverty schools, come from the top third of graduates.”

The worst part is that the unions have recognized this trend for years and have done nothing to stop it. Over a decade ago, Sandra Feldman, former president of the American Federation of Teachers, said, “You have in the schools right now, among the teachers who are going to be retiring, very smart people. We’re not getting in now the same kinds of people. It’s disastrous. We’ve been saying for years now that we’re attracting from the bottom one-third.”

How did this happen?

A study conducted by Arthur Levine, former president of Columbia University’s progressive Teachers College, concluded “that a majority of teacher education graduates are prepared in university-based programs that suffer from low admission and graduation standards. Their faculties, curriculums and research are disconnected from school practice and practitioners. There are wide variations in program quality, with the majority of teachers prepared in lower quality programs.”

Given all of this, one would think there would be more widespread acceptance of alternative teacher certification programs—like TFA and others—that allow outstanding young college graduates and established professionals to enter the classroom without having to jump through traditional hoops. After all, as Becca Garcia from the National Center for Policy Analysis explains, “Alternative certification programs have attracted people that are more devoted to the teaching profession. Commitment and enthusiasm bring in quality that is also needed.”

But the education establishment fights alternative certification with every resource at its disposal. Their leaders claim it’s because traditional teacher training is necessary to adequately prepare instructors for the rigors of the K–12 world, but the real reasons are much less truth and far more selfish.

The truth is that the teachers’ unions want to protect their members’ jobs, regardless of their performance in the classroom. Remember: the unions protect the teachers, not the students. They don’t want state governments and school districts to be tempted to dump union contracts and employment protections (like they’ve done in Wisconsin) in favor of nontraditional teachers who have little interest in union membership or Big Labor activism. That would cause a significant reduction in dues revenue and political power and eventually spell the end of teachers’ unions as we know them.

The teacher colleges want to protect their monopoly over the training market. George Leef, director of research for the Pope Center for Higher Education Policy, explained why most states require a degree from a college of education for teacher certification:

The ed schools have a guaranteed market and are shielded from competition. The professors and administrators are happy with the way things are, and often express resentment at anyone who suggests that their courses and philosophy do not lead to competent teachers.

The problem is that the teacher colleges define “competent” in a different way than most parents might. As a parent, I want more teachers who are effective in instructing kids in the fundamentals and helping them prepare for whatever track they decide to take: college or a career. But like most colleges and universities in general, most of the teacher colleges have also fallen under the control of progressives who reject traditional teaching methods and measures of learning, even in fundamental subjects like reading, writing, and math.

As Leef wrote:

Under “progressive” educational thinking, it supposedly dampens a student’s creativity and spontaneity to insist on following fuddy-duddy old rules about composition and English usage. Besides that, most of the prospective teachers are not very good at writing themselves, having come through schools where they were taught by teachers who were told that it’s bad to fuss over writing. We are caught in a downward spiral of falling competence.

Newly minted teachers emerge from college with few English skills, little respect for the discipline, and heads filled with ideas about the fundamental unfairness of America and how capitalism and individualism are terrible things. Then we put these teachers in front of classrooms, tell them they have no seniority and will be the first to be fired, no matter how they perform, and expect them to be world-class instructors.

In 2010, the mean math SAT score for college freshmen majoring in education was just 486, compared with a mean of 516 for all freshmen. Think about that: our teaching candidates are worse in math than the general population of college students. “Most colleges and universities have no incentive to change: The education schools are cash cows, milked for the benefit of the rest of the institution and rarely held accountable for being subpar,” educators Barbara Nemko and Harold Kwalwasser wrote in a Wall Street Journal opinion piece. “Education curricula are almost uniformly out of date and far too theoretical, with minimal classroom-teaching requirements. Too often, these future educators learn to ‘teach’ math, but they don’t necessarily learn how to do the math itself.”

The main problem is that modern university officials see tomorrow’s K–12 teachers as being much more than instructors charged with the intellectual development of future generations. They see teachers as primary agents of social change who should use their important positions to recruit new disciples of socialist thought. If the teachers do their jobs correctly, they will produce a generation of students who will fundamentally alter American society. They are, to put it in terms President Obama would appreciate, the community organizers of our youth.

Who cares if Johnny can read or write as long as he’s ready to join the people’s uprising against the one-percenters!

Okay, so maybe that’s a slight exaggeration, but it seems to me that our education colleges have lost sight of the forest for the trees. They are concerned with manufacturing teachers who are great in almost everything except actual mastery of the subjects they’re going to teach. (In case you’re wondering, no, this is not teacher bashing—it’s a further indictment of the system. There are plenty of great teachers who’ve escaped the Matrix; it’s just getting harder and harder to do.)

In 2009, the University of Minnesota announced a “Teacher Education Redesign Initiative” to alter admissions standards for its school of education. The proposal, designed by the “Race, Culture, Class and Gender Task Group,” declared that teacher candidates “will be able to discuss their own histories and current thinking drawing on notions of white privilege, hegemonic masculinity, heteronormativity, and internalized oppression.”

The Task Group suggested that future teachers should:

• Fight for social justice even if it’s just in their classroom.

• Understand resistance theory.

• Explain how institutional racism works in schools.

According to the Foundation for Individual Rights in Education (FIRE), a group credited with exposing the proposed policy, “Those with the ‘wrong’ views were to receive remedial re-education, be weeded out, or be denied admission altogether.” Fortunately, under pressure from FIRE, the university eventually dumped the initiative—but other teacher colleges have continued to drift toward the “social justice” approach to K–12 education:

• Prospective teachers at Brooklyn College are met with the declaration: “Our teacher candidates and other school personnel are prepared to demonstrate a knowledge of, language for, and the ability to create educational environments based on various theories of social justice.”

• At Marquette University, the College of Education has declared that education should be a tool “to transcend the negative effects of the dominant culture” and all prospective teachers should demonstrate a “desire to work for social justice, particularly in an urban environment.”

• At Humboldt State University in California, the syllabus of a social studies methods class, which is required for prospective K–12 teachers, says, “It is not an option for history teachers to teach social justice and social responsibility; it is a mandate. History teachers do their best work when they use their knowledge, their commitment, and their courage to help the students grapple with the important issues of social responsibility and when they encourage them to direct their lives toward creating a just society.”

In 2004, David Steiner, former chairman of the Department of Education Policy at the School of Education at Boston University, and Susan Rozen, director of reading and literacy for Bedford, Massachusetts, public schools, conducted a study of textbooks most commonly used in basic “foundation of education” and “methods” courses at sixteen respected teacher colleges. They found that some of the most commonly assigned texts were books by Paulo Freire, a radical Brazilian educator who was considered the founder of the “teaching for social justice” movement.

Freire’s most famous book, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, is one of the most commonly used texts in “philosophy of education” classes. Sol Stern, from the free-market Manhattan Institute, explains why this is troubling:

The odd thing is that Freire’s magnum opus isn’t, in the end, about education—certainly not the education of children. Pedagogy of the Oppressed mentions nothing of the issues that troubled education reformers throughout the twentieth century: testing, standards, curriculum, the role of parents, how to organize schools, what subjects should be taught in various grades, how best to train teachers, the most effective way of teaching disadvantaged students. This ed-school bestseller is, instead, a utopian political tract calling for the overthrow of capitalist hegemony and the creation of classless societies.

The 2004 Steiner/Rozen study found that another book popular among these sixteen respected teacher colleges was one by Bill Ayers, the former 1960s Weather Underground terrorist who eventually became a professor of education at the University of Illinois.

In 2009, Ayers was elected vice president for curriculum studies at the American Educational Research Association, the largest group of education school professors and researchers in the United States. This position gave him an incredible level of influence over the content taught in America’s public schools.

“Ayers seeks to inculcate teachers-in-training with a ‘social commitment’ to the values of ‘Marx’ and a desire to become agents of social change in K–12 classrooms,” the Manhattan Institute’s Stern wrote.

To be honest, I wouldn’t necessarily have a problem with the Freire and Ayers books being used in these schools if they were followed up by books from people like Milton Friedman and Thomas Sowell. If the idea was to present students with both sides of an argument and ask them to think critically about it, then you might convince me that a Freire book has a place in the curriculum. But that’s obviously not what’s happening. This is not critical thinking, it’s persuasion and indoctrination into a worldview with the hope that these teachers will pass that worldview on to their students.

Meanwhile, reformers keep pushing for the expansion of alternate teaching certification so that at least some prospective educators can find jobs and help kids learn without having to first be processed through Marxist brainwashing factories.

For-profit companies like IteachU.S. and nonprofits like Teach For America continue to grow in popularity as suppliers of nontraditional teachers—and the teachers they produce have been widely praised by school administrators across the nation. But they continue to face stiff opposition from the education establishment, particularly the wealthy teachers’ unions. As Eugene Hickok, the former deputy secretary of education under President George W. Bush, explained, “The National Education Association has declared its objective to make licensure ‘a process controlled by the profession.’ It is clear to us that the profession has been doing little to ensure that new teachers have the knowledge base they need, and much more to ensure that colleges of education could expand their control of the preparation of public school teachers.”

The unions spend millions of dollars of campaign contributions every election cycle to purchase puppet politicians who will protect their virtual monopoly over this process. The result is that any serious effort to wrestle teacher training and certification away from the controllists is going to be a long, hard slog.

To understand just how long and hard, consider the health-care industry. The American Medical Association was founded in 1847 and became one of the largest and most powerful professional organizations in the country. Most people associate the AMA with the setting of standards and assurance of quality, but, according to Dale Steinreich, an adjunct scholar of the Mises Institute, they had other objectives in mind. “In the days of its founding AMA was much more open—at its conferences and in its publications—about its real goal: building a government-enforced monopoly for the purpose of dramatically increasing physician incomes.”

As Steinreich explains, their strategy to accomplish this was to limit competition through regulation and “significantly restrict entrance to the profession by restricting the number of approved medical schools in operation and thus the number of students admitted to those approved schools yearly.”

It worked. The AMA’s control over the schools that could license new doctors drove up costs and incomes and eventually led to the current government takeover of the entire health-care industry. We are on the exact same track for education. With the unions and schools working together, the government will eventually be “forced” to step in to rescue American education with a new, federal approach.

In 2011, Minnesota governor Mark Dayton signed a bill into law that will enable teachers certified through alternative training programs like TFA to work in government schools. By 2013, TFA Twin Cities was flooded with twice as many teacher applications as it could process. Education Minnesota, the state’s largest teachers’ union, responded by organizing a statewide letter and phone call campaign that convinced Governor Dayton to veto a bill that would have provided TFA with $1.5 million to meet the increased demand.

They reminded Dayton, a pro-labor Democrat, that he works for them.

Meanwhile, to ensure that TFA would fail, the Minnesota Board of Teaching voted to stop granting temporary teaching licenses to all TFA instructors, instead ruling that each individual TFA instructor would have to apply for an individual variance. This decision came just weeks before the start of the 2013 fall semester, leaving many schools that had already hired TFA teachers with open positions and few other options.

It’s no coincidence that five of the board members who made this decision are teachers’ union leaders, while two others represent traditional teaching colleges.
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SCHOOL CURRICULUM IS BASED ON A CONSERVATIVE, “WHITES FIRST” WORLDVIEW

“Education is deeply rooted in culture. In the United States, whites are most typically brought up in some version of the northern European tradition. This makes problems for everyone else, because educators . . . practice an unconscious form of cultural imperialism which they impose indiscriminately on others. . . . I refer not so much to content as to how learning is organized, how it is presented, its setting, the language used, and the people who teach it, the rules by which they play, as well as the institutions themselves.”

—EDWARD T. HALL, anthropologist and former college professor

America’s historic civil rights movement is being hijacked by radical educators.

It’s all part of their effort to take control over what our children learn and think with the hope that future generations will be more accommodating to efforts to dismantle our nation’s capitalistic economic system and impose state control and socialism.

Radical educators are very clever to use civil rights, and the racial inequities that have plagued our society for centuries, as a tool to further their Marxist agenda. That’s because few Americans disagree with the fundamental arguments of the original civil rights movement—that barriers needed to be removed so that people of all races can have an equal chance to achieve the American dream.

Education is a natural arena for positive action in the struggle for civil rights. By making sure that all children, regardless of race, have equal access to quality schools and quality instruction, we are giving them a better shot at having a successful life. In the process, we are making America a better country for everyone.

But integration of minorities into the capitalist mainstream is not the goal of today’s “social justice” educators. In fact, their goal is not one of integration, but rather to drive wedges between groups and ultimately co-opt all people into the fight for “social justice,” a rebranded version of the Marxist class struggle.

Educators appeal to students’ emotions by putting forth a narrative that portrays whites as oppressors in order to foment racial resentment and portray America’s history as fundamentally unjust. This worldview pits race against race and class against class and leads these students to believe that capitalism is exploitative, inherently unfair, and antithetical to their economic interests. No one wants to be on the side of the oppressor.

Mary Grabar, an Emory University professor who is a critic of left-wing educators, sums up their plan pretty well:

The goal is not equal rights or creating opportunities for everyone to do their best. The goal is to distribute wealth more equally. It has an overriding Marxist theme.

The natural inclination [of typical Americans] is that social justice is a good thing. Most Americans are fair-minded. They don’t like racism, they don’t like poverty, they don’t like discrimination in any form. They are inclined to allow these kinds of lessons in the classroom because they think they represent American values. I don’t think they’re aware of the bigger theories behind this.

We’ve already seen how so many schools of education in American universities marinate prospective K–12 teachers in leftist ideology, but efforts are also growing to indoctrinate teachers who are already in classrooms, through programs like CREATE Wisconsin and teacher training offered by companies like Pacific Educational Group (PEG).

CREATE (Culturally Responsive Education for All: Training and Enhancement) Wisconsin is a state-sponsored initiative that ostensibly exists to help white teachers learn how to more effectively instruct minority students. The program costs taxpayers roughly $1 million per year.

PEG is a national organization that contracts with school districts around the nation and has the same fundamental goal as CREATE. As of early 2014, PEG’s website listed 185 school districts as clients, along with teachers’ unions, state departments of education, state school board associations, and parent-teacher associations. And before you dismiss them as a group that only services blue states, keep in mind that the Texas Association of School Administrators was listed, too. Both PEG and CREATE Wisconsin have taken the theory of “white privilege” (which was created in the 1960s by the radical Students for a Democratic Society) and adapted it to education. Their argument, on the surface, is that our education system is too biased toward white cultural norms, and a “Eurocentric” understanding of the American experience, for minority students to grasp.

To be fair, some of their basic arguments have some merit. One of their points, for instance, is that far too many minority students struggle in school as a result of cultural differences, and are therefore unfairly assigned to special education classes where all hope for real learning usually ends. A recent survey of the Madison, Wisconsin, school district revealed that black students comprise 24 percent of the student population, but 29 percent of the special education enrollment. Native Americans comprise 1 percent of the student population but 20 percent of special education enrollment.

“There is a huge disparity in overrepresentation, misclassification, and hardship for minority students, primarily for African-Americans and Native Americans, not only in referral to special education, but also in identification as special ed,” said Matt Stewart, former education director for the Hmong Cultural Center, who was actively involved in CREATE Wisconsin.

I don’t think anyone would argue with asking teachers to take a long look at their strategies for making sure information is being understood by minority students. If that requires a little more effort, so what? But the radical leaders of PEG and CREATE Wisconsin go way past that. Their message is that the current education and economic system are hopelessly biased against minorities and the poor and must be radically changed to meet their needs.

They begin with the argument that too many white educators are blinded by their status at the top of American society to make any serious effort to assist and empower minorities. “[M]ost American teachers not only do not know how to deal with these students, but have been taught through years of white privilege that these children are different, slower, and to be feared,” Stewart told an audience at a 2009 CREATE Wisconsin conference.

These groups also like to plant seeds of racial resentment. Consider the following statements, PowerPoint items, and website postings associated with CREATE Wisconsin:

• “In this country the institutional system supports the dominance of white people.”

• “More frequently than not, white people take advantage of privileges generated by a racist society.”

• “Racism is caused by white people, by our attitudes, behaviors, practices, and institutions. How is it that white people can justify retaining the benefits of being white without taking responsibility for perpetuating racism? How can you justify it for yourself?”

• “We are given a false sense of superiority, a belief that we should be in control and in authority, and that all people of color should be maids, servants, and gardeners and be limited to the less valued work in society.”

That last quote seems particularly absurd, considering that millions of white Americans have twice elected an African-American president of the United States. But statements like these, and the mentality they represent, do nothing to promote harmony, trust, and cooperation between races. Worst, they treat society as separate groups of people who all think and act the same way. In other words, they fail to recognize the individual.

According to PEG’s training materials, minority groups focus on “color group collectivism,” which entails “fostering interdependence and group success,” “shared property,” and “making life choices on what will be best for the family.” The idea they are promoting is that it’s wrong and pointless to teach the American work ethic to minority children because they cannot grasp the concept.

What an insult that is to overwhelming number of people who show up to work hard every day in the hope of creating a better future for themselves and their kids. And what a horrible idea it is to convince minority children that they don’t have to bother worrying about timeliness, planning for the future, or working hard, because those things are only for white people.

American employers expect their employees to be on time and work hard, regardless of their race. Generally speaking, people who adhere to those fundamental expectations tend to do pretty well in their careers. People who show up late or are lazy usually find the unemployment line. Are the people who run PEG trying to sentence minorities to a lifetime of welfare checks and food stamps?

Even worse is the suggestion that minority children cannot possibly succeed—at least individually—in classrooms as they exist today. Educators are encouraged to segregate students by race, and to teach minority students by using techniques described by PEG as “group homework preparation,” “cooperative projects,” and “choral reading.”

Teachers are told to be flexible with minority students who are consistently tardy or miss a lot of school because that’s just part of their culture. They are trained to be tolerant when black children employ what a CREATE Wisconsin presentation calls “an exuberant participation style of shouting out answers or questions,” and are taught that if you ask minority kids to do things the standard way, they will fail.

“When I came here the teachers really did believe that they were doing the best job for the population that they worked with,” Sharon Brittingham, a school principal, said to a CREATE Wisconsin conference in 2010. “But what had to change was the belief that these children could learn at high levels of expectations.”

Any minority parent with an ounce of common sense would get their child as far away from “educators” like Brittingham as fast as possible. Millions of minority children have excelled over the years in traditional schools with traditional curriculums, and have gone on to graduate and have productive careers and meaningful lives. The quickest way to incentivize failure is to plant the idea that they cannot succeed. The quickest way to dash their hopes is to convince them that a mainstream curriculum is something they’ll never be able to grasp.

It’s one thing for teachers to do their best to ensure that lessons are meaningful for students of all ethnic backgrounds. It’s quite another to teach minority students that they aren’t subject to normal expectations, and should be treated with a different set of standards and rules. The progressives who espouse this kind of garbage may be serving their own ideological goals, but they are not serving the interests of children.

Radical educators ultimately tip their hand, and expose their true goals, when they discuss their views of America, its history, and its place in the world. They don’t like the United States or free enterprise very much, and they want to train teachers to take their anti-American, anticapitalist views into K–12 classrooms and plant them in the minds of impressionable students.

Consider some of the rhetoric from the 2013 “White Privilege Conference 14,” an event attended by about two thousand people—including many educators—from forty-one states and four nations. In the past, the conference has been sponsored by the University of Denver, the University of New Mexico, New Mexico State University, the University of Minnesota, the University of Northern Iowa, and Everett (Wash.) Community College, as well as numerous smaller universities and colleges.

A speaker named Bob Jensen said, “Rich people have a lot of problems, a lot of moral problems, partly because they have no soul. Capitalists are not human.” He went on to describe American capitalism as “a death cult” and said corporations “are fascist” in nature. He said our free-market system is “inhuman, undemocratic, and unsustainable” and that capitalism forces people to “maximize the worst part of yourself—greed.”

A workshop at the conference delivered the message that violating the law is good, that people who follow rules reach a dead end in life, and that the U.S. Constitution was written to benefit only white, property-owning, Christian males.

The desire of these people to indoctrinate students is perfectly clear. The White Privilege Conference sponsors a “Youth Action Project,” which is described as “a team of experienced facilitators [providing] a safe and challenging space, geared toward young of ALL ethnic backgrounds, who are committed to understanding and dismantling white supremacy, white privilege, and all other forms of oppression.”

That’s a nicer way of saying they want to develop a youth movement dedicated to the dismantling of traditional American culture and free enterprise. And they’d love to have the schools’ help to do it.
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THE GOVERNMENT EDUCATION SYSTEM CAN’T BE REFORMED UNTIL WE FIRST ERADICATE POVERTY

“Low performance, contrary to the current pseudo reform movement . . . is not caused by unions, low performance is not caused by teachers, low performance is caused by the toxic combination of poverty and segregation.”

—DIANE RAVITCH, Research Professor of Education, New York University

Most parents probably don’t realize that our nation’s teachers’ unions serve more than one purpose.

First and foremost, they exist to maximize income for their members, protect them from accountability, and suck as much money from government schools as they possibly can—just like any other bureaucracy. But they are also a very active arm of the national Democratic Party. It’s therefore not surprising that they’ve come up with an excuse that serves all of their agendas simultaneously: poverty is to blame for the sorry condition of education in our nation, and nothing will change until it’s eliminated.

If that became our nation’s official education policy, the unions would have it made. They’d no longer have to worry about calls for better schools and better teachers, because it would be clear to everyone that schools and teachers are just fine—poverty is the real enemy.

The federal government would then start spending billions of additional dollars on the traditional types of welfare programs that the unions and Democrats already endorse. Some of that money would undoubtedly go to government schools to fund the full-service, “wraparound” programs that unions propose. They want schools to not only be education centers but social service centers as well.

That, of course, would continue the vicious cycle of hiring even more government school employees and more dues-paying union members.

Salon columnist David Sirota summarized this strategy pretty well:

If Americans were serious about fixing the troubled parts of its education system, then we would be having a fundamentally different discussion. We wouldn’t be talking about budget austerity—we would be talking about raising public revenues to fund special tutoring, child care, basic health programs, and other so-called wraparound services at low-income schools.

More broadly, we wouldn’t be discussing cuts to social safety net programs—we would instead be working to expand those programs and, further, to challenge both parties’ anti-tax, anti-regulation, pro-austerity agenda that has increased poverty and economic inequality.

In short, if we were serious about education, then our education discussion wouldn’t be focused on demonizing teachers and coming up with radical schemes to undermine traditional public schools. It would instead be focused on mounting a new war on poverty and thus directly addressing the biggest educational problem of all.

We would be really stupid to fall for this argument, and for a lot of different reasons.

First, while no one disputes the seriousness of poverty in America, leveraging this issue for education is a convenient excuse for schools and unions looking to deflect calls for reforms that include more accountability.

Most experts agree that all children can learn—even those living in a state of poverty—with effective instructors. “Good teachers can make a large difference particularly in hard to staff subjects such as math and science within high poverty schools,” the progressive organization Stand for Children wrote. A recent study sponsored by the research arm of the U.S. Department of Education found that staffing Teach For America teachers, who are generally placed in poor areas, resulted in math gains equivalent to 2.6 more months of schooling. The study’s authors concluded:

These results suggest that allowing highly qualified teachers, who in the absence of TFA would not have taught in these disadvantaged neighborhoods, should have a positive influence not just on students at the top of the achievement distribution but across the entire math test score distribution.

There’s no doubt that poverty and other issues at home can make education more challenging, but poverty should not be used as an excuse for teachers to throw up their hands in defeat—it should instead serve as a rallying call for educators across the nation to work even harder, and devise smarter strategies, to help less fortunate kids learn.

The negative message that learning is not possible in economically depressed areas becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy. Children tend to respond to expectations. Kids in academically excellent school districts often do well, generation after generation, because a high standard has been set for them. Likewise, kids in miserable schools do poorly because that’s the standard that’s been set for them.

Are we really surprised to see so many kids in poor areas fail when their teachers are shouting from the rooftops that they won’t be able to learn anything until poverty is eradicated? The kids start believing that themselves and some, whether consciously or not, basically give up.

Lou Kitchenmaster, a retired teacher from Michigan, wrote an editorial in 2012 that puts the progressive position in perfect perspective:

None of us would expect our major auto makers to build a high-quality product given damaged or defective materials; however, too many unfairly expect our public schools to accomplish such, regardless of the inherent condition of the “product” they receive.

So he considers poor kids to be “damaged or defective materials”? Is it any wonder they aren’t excelling? Would you want your child in this man’s classroom?

Here’s an ingenious idea for all the woe-is-us educators like Kitchenmaster who just can’t seem to accept any blame: let’s free you from the burden of dealing with those poor, pathetic “damaged or defective” students by giving them a voucher to enroll at a private school that believes in their abilities and won’t let them fail. Their parents, who’ve never had much in the way of school choice, will welcome the chance to escape.

There are many schools of all varieties—public, charter, and private—that get great academic results from low-income students, mostly because they don’t accept failure as an option, and they won’t let their students accept it, either.

A good example of this is the American Indian Public Charter Schools in Oakland, California. The total minority enrollment is 99 percent, and 83 percent of students are economically disadvantaged. Yet, academically, American Indian High School ranks first among the thirty-three high schools in the Oakland Unified School District. Over the past three years, 100 percent of their graduates have been accepted to four-year colleges.

What makes this school—along with many other charter schools—different is that everyone is held accountable. There are high expectations set for students. There is a culture of success and teachers and principals will not let students fail. Parental involvement is not a bonus, it’s a requirement.

Noble Street College Prep in Chicago has a large majority of black and Hispanic students, about 90 percent of whom come from low-income homes. According to recent data, its students have an average ACT score of 20.4 (21.1 is considered “college ready”), compared to 16.3 for students in Chicago Public Schools (CPS). Noble Street’s graduation rate is 85.6 percent, compared to 59.4 percent in CPS, and its college enrollment rate is 77.4 percent, compared to 57 percent for CPS.

These kinds of results can only be achieved because the Noble Street staff focuses on setting lofty goals and accomplishing them. Compare that to Chicago Teachers Union president Karen Lewis, who would rather complain about social conditions than set high standards. Lewis, who proudly led twenty-five thousand Chicago teachers on strike in 2012, has blamed everything from poverty to a lack of funding, to “rich white people” for her schools’ woes.

At Calcedeaver Elementary in Mobile County, Alabama, 80 percent of students (most of whom are Native Americans) qualify for federally subsidized school lunches. In 2011, 94 percent of their sixth graders met state reading standards while 80 percent exceeded the standards. “If you saw [the school facility], you’d have in mind that it’s a run-down, rural, isolated school, bursting at the seams, and that students would be prohibited from learning,” said Daria Hall, director of K–12 policy at the Education Trust, a group that awarded Calcedeaver with a “Dispelling the Myth” award for proving that poverty does not preclude academic excellence. “They’ve found ways to work around that.”

Hall said that Calcedeaver succeeds because of their “careful attention to instruction day in and day out.” The local paper noted that the school’s teachers “use test scores and other data to quickly identify those at risk of falling behind, and to help them catch up. The staff even tracks pupils through high school, to make sure they graduate.”

There is no surrender to poverty at this school, no wobbly-kneed excuses. The staff recognizes its challenge on a daily basis and rises to it. Hall said the school dispels “the pervasive and destructive myth that poor kids and kids of color can’t learn at high levels.”

The teachers’ unions and their apologists should pay closer attention to schools like these rather than simply trying to use poverty as a means toward some kind of social utopia where learning conditions would be perfect for everyone. And they should listen to more people like Lynnell Mickelsen, a progressive and former defender of the unions who has since come to realize that poverty isn’t the problem, it’s the way society treats those who are poor that is the problem:

[T]he argument that we must first end poverty (a task that will not end in our life-times) before we can design schools to work better for students is bullsh-t. And progressives should stop making it.

It’s not an either/or choice. We can do both. We must do both.
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STATES HAVE FAILED, SO WE NOW NEED NATIONAL STANDARDS; “LOCAL CONTROL” IS JUST A RUSE TO PROTECT MEDIOCRITY

“One way to ensure that young people develop the skills they need to compete globally is to set clear standards about what schools should teach and students should learn—and make these standards uniform across the land. Leaving such decisions to individual states, communities, and schools is no longer serving the U.S. well.”

—CHESTER E. FINN JR., president of the Thomas B. Fordham Institute and chairman of the Hoover Institution’s Koret Task Force on K–12 Education

“[Common Core critics] are defending mediocrity under the mask of ‘local control.’ ”

—WILLIAM C. HARRISON, former chairman of the North Carolina State Board of Education

The controllists have a point with this argument, but not the way they think.

They’re right when they say that some states have lowered the bar on learning quality and expectations in order to drive up scores on standardized, fill-in-the-oval state tests. That’s been pretty well documented by researchers.

For example, a 2008 analysis by Education Next editors found that forty-seven states had such a generous definition of what constituted proficiency in math and reading that most students were found to be competent in those important subject areas. However, using the federal government’s more sober-minded definition, those same states had far fewer proficient students.

One specific example can be found in Georgia, where in 2007 officials declared that 88 percent of their eighth graders were proficient readers. Education Next editors, however, concluded that officials were wildly overstating things. Using the feds’ measurement standards, only 26 percent of Georgia eighth graders were capable of grade-level reading.

So the controllists are right when they argue that states have dumbed things down in the past, but what they fail to mention is why this happened. The ironic truth is that states dumbed things down as a direct response to the controllists’ effort to “fix” our public schools through big-government programs, most notably No Child Left Behind (NCLB).

NCLB was the brainchild of George W. Bush and Ted Kennedy, both big-government progressives. The central feature of the 2001 law is a federal requirement that states must prove their schools are making “adequate yearly progress” toward the goal that 100 percent of students become proficient in math and reading skills. If schools don’t make progress, they’re hit with stiff penalties from Washington, D.C.

In order to avoid punishment from their federal overlords, some states have made their standardized tests easier for students to pass. Jay Greene, professor of education reform at the University of Arkansas, says this is because states are trying to appear good—without actually being good—to ensure they win “bureaucratic approval from the feds.”

It’s the type of trick most of us learned when we were five years old.

The lesson most people would take from the No Child Left Behind experiment is that a top-down, heavy-handed approach to improving America’s K–12 system doesn’t work. It also isn’t consistent with the concept of federalism where the states are supposed to be laboratories of experiment. But controllists are so committed to their agenda that they’re willing to ignore history and double down on their approach. The problem, they say, is that state tests are too easily manipulated. Their convenient answer is a nationalized, one-size-fits-all set of learning standards that will keep states from cutting corners and playing games with our kids’ education.

Now these same people are pushing the Common Core State Standards Initiative (CCSI), a collection of new learning standards that tells schools in virtually every state which concepts to teach kids, grade by grade. The controllists tell us these standards are better and more “rigorous” than the ones states are currently using and will lead to a world-class education for our kids.

Highly respected education scholar Ze’ev Wurman, who was involved in evaluating the quality of Common Core for California disagrees. He says the new learning standards are not only mediocre, but that they’ll actually lead to academic atrophy for America’s schools.

I believe the Common Core marks the cessation of educational standards improvement in the United States. No state has any reason left to aspire for first-rate standards, as all states will be judged by the same mediocre national benchmark enforced by the federal government.

That cookie-cutter approach to education has a lot of parents justifiably mad. One of them described Common Core as a “truly standardized factory-style education” that will result in schools teaching “exactly the same thing at exactly the same speed to achieve the same goals.” In fact, one might say Common Core is “spreading the academic wealth around” so that every state’s schools are equally mediocre.

What’s happened is that we’ve created this vicious cycle in which we set federal benchmarks, watch as the states scramble to meet them, then whine that the states cheated and that the only way forward is to set uniform national standards. (Economist Robert Higgs wrote a book about this phenomenon titled Crisis and Leviathan, in which he argues that government intervention inevitably creates future problems, which results in the government’s intervening even more in an attempt to correct them.) That’s exactly what’s happening here—but it’s a false choice, set up by the initial insistence by controllists that the federal government get involved with local education in the first place. Besides, as Professor Greene of Arkansas points out, most states—acting on their own free will—have increased and strengthened high school graduation requirements over time:

In almost half of the states students now have to pass a state test to receive a standard diploma. And 37 states instituted their own testing and accountability systems before [No Child Left Behind] was adopted. The result of these state and local efforts was not always a rigorous education, but they clearly show a trend toward higher standards and quality in response to consumer demand. Competition produces a race to the top as long as it is competition for individual taxpayers and business instead of competition for federal government handouts.

Local control worked well enough to make America’s education system the envy of the world at one time. We started losing that advantage when local school districts started losing their autonomy.
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COMMON CORE IS “STATE LED”

“The Common Core State Standards Initiative is a state-led effort coordinated by the National Governors Association Center for Best Practices (NGA Center) and the Council of Chief State School Officers (CCSSO).”

—CORESTANDARDS.ORG

“Common Core is not a curriculum, a federal program, or a federal mandate. It was created at the state level. Curriculum remains within the control of districts, school boards, school leaders, and teachers.”

—THOMAS J. DONOHUE, president and CEO of the U.S. Chamber of Commerce

“The Common Core State Standards define what students need to know; they do not define how teachers should teach, or how students should learn. That is up to each state.”

—JEB BUSH AND JOEL KLEIN, former governor of Florida and former chancellor of New York City public schools, respectively

Back when Common Core was still just a twinkle in the controllists’ eyes, they understood that any attempt to nationalize our education system would be met with stiff public resistance.

They knew that education in America has traditionally been a matter for local communities to manage. Our Founders explicitly designed our system so that all powers not delegated to the federal government (education included) fell to the states or the people; they believed that parents, not government officials, have the moral right to decide what their children are taught.

Thomas Jefferson captured that sentiment perfectly when he wrote, “If it is believed that these elementary schools will be better managed by the governor and council or any other general authority of the government, than by the parents within each ward, it is a belief against all experience.”

And that has pretty much been this nation’s approach to education, at least until 1965, when Congress passed the Elementary and Secondary Education Act, which gave money to schools to help educate the children of poor families. It was part of President Lyndon B. Johnson’s “War on Poverty.”

That law gave the federal government a foot in the school door, and progressives have been wedging their way through that a little more every year since.

In 1980, the federal Department of Education opened its doors after President Jimmy Carter cleaved it from the Department of Health, Education, and Welfare. From that moment forward, every American president believed he was expected to have an education agenda that the federal bureaucracy could implement. That, of course, began the power shift from our homes and communities to Washington, D.C.

Despite this, the purveyors of Common Core knew they couldn’t come right out and tell Americans, “Hey, we’re going to effectively take control of your kids’ schools by letting a small group of federal bureaucrats and self-professed education experts decide what gets taught there.” They knew that would go over about as well as an announcement that the federal government was going to seize control of the nation’s health-care system. These national takeovers require a light touch.

So the controllists decided that Common Core had to appear to be a spontaneous, voluntary decision by the individual states. After all, if the states are running things, then no tinfoil-hat Tea Party members could start making noise about a federal takeover of education.

And, with that, the fabrication that Common Core is a “state-led” effort was born.

Progressives, along with their friends in the media, are so intent on selling the “state-led” notion to people that they repeat that phrase over and over, hoping that they can will it into existence. Start paying attention and you won’t believe how much you hear it—it’s almost comical.

The controllists sometimes get angry when critics suggest that “state led” is a bit of a fabrication. U.S. Secretary of Education Arne Duncan was downright indignant during a recent speech to journalists: “I believe the Common Core State Standards may prove to be the single greatest thing to happen to public education in America since Brown v. Board of Education—and the federal government had nothing to do with creating them. The federal government didn’t write [the standards], didn’t approve them, and doesn’t mandate them. And we never will,” he said. “Anyone who says otherwise is either misinformed or willfully misleading.”

In typical politician style, Duncan sets up a straw man argument and then destroys it, without ever getting to the real question. In this case he talks about the federal government having nothing to do with the “writing” and “approval” of the standards. Great, I’ll concede right now that no federal agency or commission was directly in charge of putting Common Core together—but that is a completely different issue than whether or not its implementation is being led by states. To get at what’s really going on, let’s back up a bit.

The Common Core State Standards Initiative, as it’s officially known, is the product of three private organizations, two of which have official-sounding names: the National Governors Association (NGA) and the Council of Chief State School Officers (CCSSO). The third private group is Achieve Inc., which boasts on its Web page that it helped take the idea of nationalized learning standards from “a radical proposal into a national agenda.”

Between 2007 and 2008 these groups first started to seriously study the idea of imposing one-size-fits-all learning standards in all the states and school districts, a de facto nationalization of America’s public schools.

Their plan got its first big jolt when Barack Obama was elected president. His promise to “fundamentally transform” the country was a perfect fit for their agenda. They finally had two things they’d been missing in order to push the plan forward: the right person in the Oval Office, and something to distract everyone from what they were really up to. The historic nature of Obama’s inauguration in January 2009, coupled with the economic recovery and the quick push toward Obamacare, was more than enough to do the trick.

As Americans were debating bailouts, individual mandates, and Michelle Obama’s finely toned arms, progressives knew they had a golden opportunity to sneak Common Core through the back door. And that’s just what they did. Remember what Rahm Emanuel, Obama’s first chief of staff, said: “You never want a serious crisis to go to waste.” Common Core was that political philosophy in action.

The controllists’ plan was almost perfect. They knew they didn’t have to sell Common Core to lawmakers in individual state legislatures, where citizens would find out about it and demand it be stopped. Instead, they could just go to the individual state boards of education—entities that most Americans don’t even know exist—for permission. In Wisconsin, for example, all it took was one individual, the state superintendent of public instruction, to adopt the standards.

It was a devious and brilliant plan, but that didn’t make it foolproof. It wasn’t a given that state school board members would agree to Common Core. Some might sense that it was a ploy to slowly nationalize their state’s education system. To counter that possibility, progressives wrote special funding for the Common Core “initiative” into President Obama’s nearly $800 billion stimulus plan via the “Race to the Top” program. This gave the administration the ability to bribe cash-starved states into adopting Common Core by making it a prerequisite for states to compete for seven-figure education grants. In addition, they delayed the testing component of the standards for several years, thereby giving state bureaucrats several years of zero accountability. Many of these bureaucrats no doubt knew they’d be retired or in a different position by the time the real pain came around.

Education secretary Arne Duncan probably wouldn’t put it quite in those same terms, but he does admit that the federal government was certainly involved. “Our big competitive reform fund, Race to the Top, awarded points—40 points out of 500—to states that were collaborating to create common college- and career-ready standards,” he said. “It was voluntary—we didn’t mandate it—but we absolutely encouraged this state-led work because it is good for kids and good for the country.”

Duncan fails to mention that the federal government also incentivized other parts of the Common Core initiative. States received 10 points for “developing and implementing common, high-quality assessments,” 24 points for “fully implementing a statewide longitudinal data system,” and 58 points for “improving teacher and principal effectiveness based on performance.”

In case that still wasn’t enough to entice some states, the Obama administration also offered waivers to the federal government’s No Child Left Behind law. A state could earn a “get out of jail free” card, so to speak, if it adopted the new Common Core standards, or other standards that are virtually identical. Former Obama administration official Cass Sunstein might call this tactic a “nudge.”

It’s worth noting that while all this was happening, Microsoft billionaire Bill Gates was in the background, funding NGA, CCSSO, Achieve Inc., and “conservative” groups like the Fordham Institute, and greasing the skids for Common Core among the education establishment by spending the equivalent of a third-world nation’s gross domestic product to promote it. Gates, speaking at the 2009 National Conference of State Legislatures, explained:

Fortunately, the state-led Common Core State Standards Initiative is developing clear, rigorous common standards that match the best in the world. Last month, 46 Governors and Chief State School Officers made a public commitment to embrace these common standards.

This is encouraging—but identifying common standards is not enough. We’ll know we’ve succeeded when the curriculum and the tests are aligned to these standards.

More on that important curriculum-testing alignment comment in a moment, but first a quick update on Gates’s numbers: as of this writing, four states have never adopted Common Core (Alaska, Texas, Nebraska, and Virginia), one state has dropped out of it (Indiana), and one state (Minnesota) only adopted half of the standards.

Kentucky was the first state to adopt Common Core, doing so before the final version was even published. Other states have not been quite as fast to jump. Former Texas education commissioner Robert Scott has publicly testified about the process and the pressure he was subjected to:

My experience with the Common Core actually started when I was asked to sign on to them before they were written. . . . I was told I needed to sign a letter agreeing to the Common Core, and I asked if I might read them first, which is, I think, appropriate. I was told they had not been written, but they still wanted my signature on the letter. And I said, “That’s absurd; first of all, I don’t have the legal authority to do that because our [Texas] law requires our elected state board of education to adopt curriculum standards with the direct input of Texas teachers, parents, and business. So adopting something that was written behind closed doors in another state would not meet my state law.” . . . I said, “Let me take a wait-and-see approach.” If something remarkable was in there that I found that we did not have in ours that I would work with our board . . . and try to incorporate into our state curriculum . . .

Then I was told, “Oh no, no, a state that adopts Common Core must adopt in its totality the Common Core and can only add 15 percent.” It was then that I realized that this initiative, which had been constantly portrayed as state led and voluntary, was really about control. It was about control. Then it got co-opted by the Department of Education later. And it was about control totality from some education reform groups who candidly admit their real goal here is to create a national marketplace for education products and services.

Even more troubling to me was the lack of transparency. . . . These standards were written behind closed doors. . . . We didn’t know who the writers were until the project was complete.

Mississippi state senator Michael Watson, who sat on the Senate Education Committee, said he “had no clue” his state was joining the Common Core until he attended an education conference in Washington, D.C. Watson said that the decision was made by the “nine unelected individuals” on the Mississippi Board of Education.

This was no state-led effort. As education analyst Jim Stergios has noted, the public had no say in the matter. In fact, most Americans had never even heard the words “Common Core” until 2011, when the standards were already beginning to take root in their children’s schools.

Even American Federation of Teachers president Randi Weingarten—a Common Core supporter—acknowledges the top-down nature in which the standards were imposed on the states. “The public wasn’t involved,” she said to reporters in late 2013. “Parents weren’t involved. The districts weren’t involved.”

While you might get a Common Core defender to concede that it’s not really a “state-led” effort, you’ll never get them to admit that states will eventually lose control over their education system because of it. Instead, they’ll tell you that the Common Core learning standards only provide teachers with concepts and timelines. They’ll explain that the curriculum, which is composed of the lessons and teaching methods, will remain under full local and state control.

That sounds reasonable, if only it were true. As Joy Pullmann of the Heartland Institute has noted, the purveyors of Common Core sold it as a combination of new “rigorous” standards and assessments (or standardized tests) used to track student performance. By the 2014–2015 school year, those fill-in-the-oval state tests many of us remember from school will be replaced by national, Common Core–aligned tests administered on computers.

The follow-up question is obvious: Who’s designing these new tests?

That task was handed to two testing companies: the Smarter Balanced Assessment Consortium and the Partnership for Assessment of Readiness for College and Careers (PARCC). Those two companies were chosen—and funded—by the federal government. The feds are also taking an active involvement in “vetting” the test questions for “quality purposes.” Is anyone willing to bet that progressives in the U.S. Department of Education will strictly limit their involvement with the Common Core tests to “quality control”? Me neither.

So, why does any of this matter? Simple: the questions on the Common Core tests are going to directly impact what gets taught in our children’s schools. Neal McCluskey of the Cato Institute has called this “de facto federal curricula.”

Why? Well, think about how this works in the real world. If the English portion of a Common Core–related test consistently asks one question about Shakespeare but four questions about an Environmental Protection Agency document, it won’t be long before schools tailor their curriculum to include the EPA document. As McCluskey puts it, “Year after year, questions become curricula.”

So let’s recap where we’re at: progressives wrote the Common Core standards, used money from the 2009 stimulus bill to bribe states into adopting them, and are now “vetting” the tests that will eventually shape the curriculum used by school districts all across the United States. In Washington, that qualifies as an organic, “state-led” effort.

Thankfully, a growing number of Americans are figuring out what this really is: the next step in the nationalization of our education system. Columnist George Will may have summed it up best when he described Common Core as “the thin end of an enormous wedge [that] is designed to advance in primary and secondary education the general progressive agenda of centralization and uniformity.”

Control and conform—that’s the progressive strategy—and Common Core is a gigantic step forward.
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COMMON CORE IS “RIGOROUS”

“[S]tate leaders have worked together to develop a set of rigorous academic standards in math and English language arts. These standards, known as the Common Core State Standards, set an ambitious and voluntary goal line.”

—JEB BUSH, former governor of Florida

“This is a real shift from our comfort zone, for some of us, to a more rigorous approach.”

—COLLEEN HOLMES, Erie, Pennsylvania, teacher

“We see these rigorous, clear standards as critical to better student results.”

—THE GATES FOUNDATION

Controllists know that their “Common Core is state led” claim is easily debunked, so their main argument for the one-size-fits-all, nationalized learning approach is that these standards are “rigorous” and “world class.” They promise that Common Core is going to pull America’s K–12 system out of its decades-long slide and restore it to world prominence.

While most of these controllists admit that students will cover less academic ground under Common Core, they assure us that kids will go “deeper” into each concept and develop “critical thinking skills” that will prepare them for all the new jobs President Obama is busy creating.

The Oregon Department of Education website describes Common Core as “21st century skills for 21st century jobs,” and assures parents that the standards “will prepare our students for career success in the rapidly changing world of work.”

I included that quote because it gets to the heart of what this Common Core experiment is really about: creating workers, not thinkers.

I can already hear the groans from progressives, “Come on, you can’t blame Common Core for trying to modernize public education. Creating a bunch of ‘thinkers’ might have been the right mission back in the days of wooden teeth and powdered wigs, but we live in a global economy now and our kids have to compete in it. Get with the times!” That premise is completely false. As Glenn Reynolds explains in his book The New School, the purpose of the K–12 system that America adopted in the mid-1800s was actually imported from Prussia and was specifically intended to produce industrial workers.

In any case, let’s examine the Common Core standards on its supporters’ own terms, and see how well they’ll actually prepare students to compete on a global stage. I’ll take the math standards first.

Back in 2009, the National Governors Association (NGA) and the Council of Chief State School Officers (CCSSO), the two private groups most responsible for writing the Common Core standards, convened a group of twenty-nine education experts—mostly professors and teachers—and asked them to review and verify that the new standards would create “college and career ready” students.

Stanford professor emeritus James Milgram was the only mathematician on the Common Core Validation Committee, and he refused to sign off on the proposed standards because he believed they were too weak. In testimony to the Texas legislature, Milgram explained that the standards were “in large measure a political document that . . . is written at a very low level and does not adequately reflect our current understanding of why the math programs in the high-achieving countries give dramatically better results.”

One of Milgram’s objections was that the standards instruct schools to not teach algebra until ninth grade. Milgram and other math experts note that saving algebra until high school means that students won’t be introduced to precalculus until college (assuming they even choose that route).

This does not come as a surprise to those who put Common Core together. Jason Zimba, a professor at Bennington College and the lead writer of the math standards, acknowledged as much to the (Baton Rouge) Advocate. “If you want to take calculus your freshman year in college, you will need to take more mathematics than is in the Common Core,” he said. Zimba also admitted that students following Common Core would likely be precluded from “attending elite colleges” since the Core is “not aligned with the expectations at the collegiate level.”

In September 2013, Milgram coauthored a research report with Sandra Stotsky, professor of education emerita at the University of Arkansas, showing that students who don’t arrive on a college campus with a solid foundation in precalculus have much less chance of successfully obtaining a college degree in science, technology, engineering, or mathematics (STEM). STEM skills are, of course, the very definition of twenty-first-century jobs skills.

According to Milgram and Stotsky’s report: “It is extremely rare for students who begin their undergraduate years with coursework in precalculus or an even lower level of mathematical knowledge to achieve a bachelor’s degree in a STEM area. Also, students whose last high school mathematics course was Algebra II have less than a 40 percent chance of obtaining a four-year college degree.”

They added: “Clearly, if this country is seriously interested in 21st century mathematics and science, then there is even more reason to question Common Core’s mathematics standards.”

Even University of Arizona professor William McCallum, one of the lead writers of the math standards, admitted that they are not rigorous compared to other math-savvy countries. “The overall standards would not be too high, certainly not in comparison [to] other nations, including East Asia, where math education excels,” he said in 2010.

The problems with Common Core’s relaxed approach to math don’t end there.

Michelle Malkin, who has taken an active role in exposing Common Core, explains that the math standards “abandon ‘drill and kill’ memorization techniques for fuzzy ‘critical thinking’ methods that put the cart of ‘why’ in front of the horse of ‘how.’ In other words, instead of doing the grunt work of hammering times tables and basic functions into kids’ heads first, the faddists have turned to wacky, wordy non-math alternatives to encourage ‘conceptual’ understanding—without any mastery of the fundamentals of math.”

This “critical thinking” approach to even simple math problems has made it impossible for many parents to understand their children’s homework, relegating them to bystander status.

Heather Crossin, an Indiana mother who helped get Common Core repealed in her state, explained her daughter’s experience with this “rigorous” new approach to math to National Review:

Instead of many arithmetic problems, the homework would contain only three or four questions and two of those would be “explain your answer.” Like, “One bridge is 412 feet long and the other bridge is 206 feet long. Which bridge is longer? How do you know?”

Crossin was unable to help her daughter because the “how do you know” could only be answered with Common Core–style language and reasoning.

Since most parents don’t understand the Common Core techniques, students are becoming more dependent on their schools and teachers for their education, and less on help from their parents. This is like a dream come true for progressives who hope to continue to minimize the role of parents in the lives of their children. (Remember Al Gore telling kids, “There are some things about our world that you know that older people don’t know.”)

According to education scholar and former DOE official Ze’ev Wurman, the end result of this convoluted, backward approach to math education will be to leave American students roughly two years behind their international peers. “It is not difficult to show that the Common Core standards are not on par with those of the highest-performing nations,” he wrote.

So, in terms of math, Common Core is definitely not “rigorous”—either by America’s historical standard, nor the progressives’ gooey “twenty-first-century skills” standard. And the English standards aren’t much better.

Sandra Stotsky, the professor who coauthored the Milgram report, is highly regarded in education circles for her work in helping author Massachusetts’s English language arts learning standards, which were widely acknowledged to be the best in the nation. Notice the past tense—were. Massachusetts officials have since replaced those top standards with Common Core’s.

Stotsky now travels the country sounding the alarm over the threat that Common Core poses to English education. She’s especially disturbed by Common Core’s focus on “informational” texts instead of literature. Under Common Core, only 30 percent of a high school student’s reading will be literary based.

The idea is to have students read things that will make them twenty-first-century-job ready. The literature that helps students to become self-aware thinkers and well-rounded human beings is being shelved in favor of more “practical” and “meaningful” texts, like excerpts from a Federal Reserve newsletter or a review of government documents. Erin Tuttle, a mother who helped lead Indiana’s anti–Common Core charge, said the new learning standards resulted in her daughter’s being assigned fewer novels and more “Time magazine for kids.”

Hillsdale professor Terrence Moore, who has extensively studied the new English standards, is horrified at how Common Core guts great literature from our schools. Moore warns that this will lead to a generation of students who are clueless about many of the stories that showcased America’s founding values and principles:

Stories, you see, are what shape our view of the world. . . . Whoever controls what today we call “the narrative” controls the politics, the economics, the family, the ways of thinking, and the ways of believing. The most impressionable people, of course, are always the children.

So welcome to the world of Common Core. The Common Core, at least as far as the English standards are concerned . . . is the attempt to take away the great stories of the American people and replace them with the stories that fit the progressive, liberal narrative of the world. As such, the architects of the Common Core are nothing less than story-killers. . . . They’re deliberately killing the greatest stories of the greatest nation in history.

Common Core instructs teachers to present “informational texts”—such as Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address—without any background information or context. So while students will still read some important material, they’ll read it “cold,” which will strip the texts of their historical power and instead allow students to interpret the documents however they choose.

Common Core proponents call this technique “discovering content.”

Do these really sound like “rigorous” changes to you? Or does it sound more like a systematic approach to dumb down our kids and further remove parents from the process so that students will be easier to indoctrinate and control?

University of Arkansas professor Jay Greene says the only “experts” who claim that the Common Core standards are of high quality are those on the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation payroll. “The few independent evaluations of Common Core that exist suggest that its standards are mediocre and represent little change from what most states already have,” he said.

So what do the Common Core “experts” really mean when they tell Americans that these standards will make students “college and career ready”?

By “college,” they generally mean community college, not selective four-year universities. That may be fine for a lot of people (I am certainly no fan of the current college system and believe that many more people should consider technical schools, apprenticeships, or other alternative opportunities), but the point is that kids should have the choice where to go based on their interests, skills, and abilities. In this model there won’t be a choice because the vast majority of kids will be wholly unprepared to enter a selective college.

The progressives’ overall plan for K–12 education is to replace the ideal with the practical, and to slow down the learning process so that everyone can keep up. This is a lowest-common-denominator approach to education that will set most kids up to simply plug into the system rather than setting them up to reach for the stars and make a better life for themselves and their families. Common Core is how you create an economy of dronelike workers, not an economy of thinkers, doers, and innovators.

The top students in high school—those who are able to overcome everything that’s been set up to hold them back—will still be allowed to attend selective, four-year universities (where they’ll be taught by tenured progressive professors), but they’ll start out way behind. With Common Core having left them unprepared for college-level math and English courses, these schools will either have to lower their standards or spend more time making up the ground that these students lost.

Of course, there is another option, one that would be very attractive to the government, the college and university cartel, and the controllists alike: a fifth year of college. After all, if K–12 is leaving kids behind because of Common Core, then what better way to make up for it than with a freshman year in college that is akin to what we all experienced as seniors in high school? Call it a “transitional year.” Everyone, except students and parents who have to pay for it, wins: the government gets to keep kids in school even longer, the colleges get a big boost in revenue, and the controllists get exactly what they want by further stretching out the education process, all under the guise of more rigorous standards.
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TEACHERS LOVE COMMON CORE, AND THEY’RE THE ONES WHO REALLY MATTER!

“The Common Core gives me guidance, but it does not tell me what materials to use. That’s up to me. It allows me to do something different this year and next year so that when I go out at 40 years, it’ll be the best year I ever taught.”

—SUE YOKUM, Pennsylvania teacher

“Roughly two-thirds of educators are either wholeheartedly in favor of the standards (26 percent) or support them with ‘some reservations’ (50 percent).”

—NEA POLL of 1,200 union members

“Our members support the Common Core Standards because they are the right thing to do for our children.”

—DENNIS VAN ROEKEL, NEA president

Many teachers are overwhelmed, confused, and, in some cases, angry, over Common Core. Louisa Moats, a renowned teacher and researcher who was a contributing writer on the Common Core State Standards, recently spoke about how teachers are faring with the implementation:

Classroom teachers are confused, lacking in training and skills to implement the standards, overstressed, and the victims of misinformed directives from administrators who are not well grounded in reading research. I’m beginning to get messages from very frustrated educators who threw out what was working in favor of a new “CCSS aligned” program, and now find that they don’t have the tools to teach kids how to read and write. Teachers are told to use “grade level” texts, for example; if half the kids are below grade level by definition, what does the teacher do? She has to decide whether to teach “the standard” or teach the kids.

Some teachers are thinking about doing neither and instead leaving the profession altogether. Elizabeth Natale, who’s been teaching middle school English for fifteen years, recently wrote an op-ed in the Hartford Courant, expressing her frustration:

Surrounded by piles of student work to grade, lessons to plan, and laundry to do, I have but one hope for the new year: that the Common Core State Standards, their related Smarter Balanced Assessment Consortium testing, and the new teacher evaluation program will become extinct.

[G]overnment attempts to improve education are stripping the joy out of teaching and doing nothing to help children. The Common Core standards require teachers to march lockstep in arming students with “21st-century skills.” In English, emphasis on technology and nonfiction reading makes it more important for students to prepare an electronic presentation on how to make a paper airplane than to learn about moral dilemmas from Natalie Babbitt’s beloved novel “Tuck Everlasting.”

Even the NEA’s own poll (in which they claim that “roughly two-thirds” of teachers favor Common Core) isn’t quite as conclusive as the union would have us believe. First, it encompassed just 1,200 teachers out of the three million members in that union. Second, how fair is it to poll employees on whether they like something that their boss is infatuated with?

But even if you trust the poll, it’s not exactly a resounding endorsement of Common Core. First, they say that 26 percent support the standards “wholeheartedly” and another 50 percent support them “with reservations.” We’re then told that the sum of these two groups is “two-thirds.” I think someone at the NEA might be spending a little too much time with Common Core math standards because, last I checked, 26 percent plus 50 percent equals 76 percent.

Math errors aside, the truth is that you could completely rewrite the headline of this poll to say, “Roughly two-thirds of educators wholeheartedly reject the new Common Core standards, or have reservations about them,” and it would be just as accurate as the way the NEA wrote it.
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ALL THIS ANTI–COMMON CORE TALK IS JUST ANOTHER CONSPIRACY THEORY FROM PEOPLE WHO OBVIOUSLY HATE THE PRESIDENT

“What I want to hear from [Common Core critics] is more than just opposition. . . . Criticisms and conspiracy theories are easy attention grabbers. Solutions are hard work.”

—JEB BUSH, former governor of Florida

“[Republican primary voters] think [that Common Core is] a secret plot controlled by red Chinese robots in the basement of the White House. No wonder they don’t like it.”

—MIKE MURPHY, political strategist, speaking about the results of his polling

“The idea that the Common Core standards are nationally imposed is a conspiracy theory in search of a conspiracy. The Common Core academic standards were both developed and adopted by the states, and they have widespread bipartisan support.”

—ARNE DUNCAN, U.S. secretary of education

One of the good things about Common Core (yes, there is one!) is that this is not something like “death panels” where people have to be convinced that something bad might one day happen. This is already happening. Parents in states where Common Core has been implemented are seeing the results firsthand. All of the backlash we’re starting to hear about isn’t a result of the Tea Party enraging people; it’s because parents ultimately aren’t dumb. Unlike their kids, they actually can put two and two together, and they see that things aren’t adding up.

National Review writer Maggie Gallagher explained how Heather Crossin and Erin Tuttle, the two mothers who helped get Indiana to reverse its adoption of Common Core, went from parents to activists:

[They] did not get involved in opposing Common Core because of anything Michelle Malkin or Glenn Beck said to rile them up, but because of what they saw happening in their own children’s Catholic school. When experts or politicians said that Common Core would not lead to a surrender of local control over curriculum, Heather and Erin knew better.

This brings up another good point about a common misconception of how Common Core works. Many parents believe their kids will be shielded from this nonsense because they attend a private, religious, or charter school. That’s not the case. Charter schools are public schools, so they may not be immune to the changes.

Most Catholic schools are signed up, too. The majority of dioceses have adopted the nationalized, dumbed-down Common Core learning standards so that their students won’t be left behind their government school peers. That’s right, I said “left behind.” See, the controllists have laid a very clever trap: they’re not only changing state assessment tests to be in line with Common Core, they’re also remaking the ACT and SAT college entrance exams to incorporate this material. That means any high school that wants to have its students accepted into prestigious colleges and universities will be forced to use Common Core as the basis of its curriculum. This is the epitome of “teaching to the test”—and David Coleman, the architect of Common Core turned president of the College Board (the company that produces the SAT), was right in the middle of it all.

Heather Crossin says that the principal of her child’s Catholic school admitted that their curriculum would have to change due to the new Common Core testing. She told National Review, “Eventually, our principal just threw his hands up in the air and said, ‘I know parents don’t like this type of math but we have to teach it that way, because the new state assessment tests are going to use these standards.’ ”

If the testing doesn’t convince Catholic schools to adopt Common Core, then the prospect of lost money probably will. In Indiana, vouchers allowed students to attend religious schools only if those schools agreed to use standardized state tests. Those tests, the highly acclaimed “Indiana Statewide Testing for Educational Progress” (ISTEP), were later switched to Common Core exams.

Many Catholic professors and academics aren’t taking this lying down. One hundred thirty-two of them recently sent a letter to every bishop in the United States explaining the ramifications of these “rigorous” new learning standards and urging them to fight back:

Common Core adopts a bottom-line, pragmatic approach to education. The heart of its philosophy is, as far as we can see, that it is a waste of resources to “over-educate” people. The basic goal of K–12 schools is to provide everyone with a modest skill set; after that, people can specialize in college—if they end up there. Truck-drivers do not need to know Huck Finn. Physicians have no use for the humanities. Only those destined to major in literature need to worry about Ulysses.

If a private school or a home-schooling family wants to reject this radical education experiment, they’ll have a very difficult time finding textbooks and instructional materials that haven’t already been remade in the image of Common Core.

That is a huge problem and it’s a big progressive poison pill for the entire education system. Common Core, in fact, has the power to make the whole school choice movement irrelevant. As Emmett McGroarty from the American Principles Project explains, “What difference does it make if you fund different schools if they all teach the same basic curriculum the same basic way?”

It makes no difference at all. Public, private, or charter—everyone will be learning the same things as decided by the same source. Is it really such a big leap to go from that to being worried about exactly what those “same things” are and who is responsible for determining them?

Pearson Education, which creates Common Core–aligned materials, recently apologized for distributing a grammar worksheet for fifth-graders that included politically oriented statements such as:

• “[The president] makes sure the laws of the country are fair.”

• “The wants of an individual are less important than the well-being of the nation.”

• “The commands of government officials must be obeyed by all.”

This can easily be dismissed as a simple mistake or overreach by one editor—and maybe that’s all it is. But a national curriculum compounds how quickly these “mistakes” can spread across the country. With the same material going to schools nationwide, the possibility of ideologically driven worksheets or tests winding up in front of thousands of students is much greater.

That’s not a conspiracy theory, it’s a fact.
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WE NEED BETTER DATA COLLECTION TO HELP US BETTER EDUCATE OUR KIDS

“Usually, firewalls are set up for our protection. They prevent hackers from getting into our computers and they block our children from visiting inappropriate Web sites. But these state firewalls don’t help us. They hurt all of us. They impede our ability to serve students and better understand how we can improve American education. . . .

Hopefully, someday, we can track children from preschool to high school and from high school to college and college to career. We must track high growth children in classrooms to their great teachers and great teachers to their schools of education.”

—ARNE DUNCAN, U.S. secretary of education

Up to now we’ve talked about Common Core in terms of learning standards. But that’s really only half the story.

From the very beginning, Common Core has been about standards and the accompanying standardized tests. The controllists have always spoken of these as a package deal. Why? Two important reasons: First, the tests enforce the curriculum. Without the standardized exams, states could “cheat” or manipulate their data—much like they do with No Child Left Behind. The tests are the key to making this a truly national curriculum. Second, and far more sinister, is that standardized testing will yield standardized data.

Once students are being taught the same way across the country and are all taking the same tests as their age-group peers, a stockpile of apples-to-apples data can be generated. This data can then be used by educators and K–12 technology companies to “personalize” the learning process for students. The theory goes that algorithms will help spot a student’s problems earlier so that educators can intervene more quickly and effectively.

A Reuters article explains how the process will supposedly work:

Does Johnny have trouble converting decimals to fractions? The database will have recorded that—and may have recorded as well that he finds textbooks boring, adores animation, and plays baseball after school. Personalized learning software can use that data to serve up a tailor-made math lesson, perhaps an animated game that uses baseball statistics to teach decimals.

Johnny’s teacher can watch his development on a “dashboard” that uses bright graphics to map each of her students’ progress on dozens, even hundreds, of discrete skills.

Common Core’s boosters argue that not only will the data help individual students, it will also benefit groups of students by unlocking the “science” of the teaching and learning processes. The “big thinkers” behind Common Core—most notably Bill Gates and U.S. education secretary Arne Duncan—believe the data generated through the new learning standards and tests will help researchers determine which instructional methods work best for various types of students. In addition, they believe that the data will allow us to identify the most effective teachers so that we can then figure out where they were trained and what makes them so good in the classroom.

In short, controllists argue that Common Core and the related data will allow them to elevate teaching from an “art” form to a hard science.

As you might imagine, there are quite a few issues with all of this. First, there’s the obvious problem that teaching is, in fact, both an art and a science. Elizabeth Natale, the Connecticut teacher who is considering leaving the profession after fifteen years because of Common Core, explains this side of the data problem pretty well:

I am a professional. My mission is to help students progress academically, but there is much more to my job than ensuring students can answer multiple-choice questions on a computer. Unlike my engineer husband who runs tests to rate the functionality of instruments, I cannot assess students by plugging them into a computer. They are not machines. They are humans who are not fazed by a D but are undone when their goldfish dies. . . .

Those moments mean the most to my students and me, but they are not valued by a system that focuses on preparing workers rather than thinkers, collecting data rather than teaching and treating teachers as less than professionals.

Okay, so Ms. Natale doesn’t love the idea of being measured by this data—and I don’t blame her; I certainly wouldn’t like it if the entirety of my performance this year came down to a number. But you could also argue that these are the same complaints we always hear from those who don’t want teacher evaluations or performance pay or any of the other good, market-based reforms that I support.

That brings me to the second problem with all of this data collection: the future implications. Remember, the people behind this push aren’t exactly the most honest brokers. They didn’t want public hearings or debate on Common Core and they certainly don’t want any scrutiny over their true long-term agenda. But anyone with even the most basic knowledge of history understands that mass data collection can set the table for the largest social engineering project this country has ever seen.

That’s a big allegation so let’s take a step back. I think once you see where this came from, the people behind it, and the possibilities for future misuse, you’ll agree that this is far from the conspiracy theory that so many Common Core supporters label it as.

If there’s one thing the political left and right both believe about Barack Obama, it’s that he is obsessed with using data to make decisions. That was on full display during the 2008 Democratic primaries, when Team Obama outmaneuvered the Clinton political machine by using data to identify potential supporters and to get them to the polls.

Given this, it was no surprise that Obama chose Arne Duncan—a self-described “deep believer” in data-driven policies—to be his education secretary.

With two “data” guys now setting education policies for the nation, it also makes sense that Congress’s $787 billion stimulus bill in 2009 included a hefty sum for the creation of longitudinal data systems used to track a child’s progress from preschool through college, and even to his or her first “real” job.

The Obama administration very cleverly made the creation of these systems a major consideration when awarding states extra K–12 aid (via “Race to the Top”) during the lean months and years following the 2008 economic crash. (Remember: “You never want a serious crisis to go to waste.”)

In describing the Race to the Top grant criteria to states, the Department of Education helpfully released a summary of the kind of data systems they most wanted to see:

The Secretary is also particularly interested in applications in which States propose working together to adapt one State’s statewide longitudinal data system so that it may be used, in whole or in part, by one or more other States, rather than having each State build or continue building such systems independently.

In other words, “The Secretary is interested in a national data system, but we can’t say that.”

As a result of this push, all fifty states now have a longitudinal data system in place. It was a huge achievement, but the administration was just getting started.

The National Center for Education Statistics (NCES)—part of the U.S. Department of Education—worked with state officials to create a standard coding system so the information stored in those fifty individual state databases would be uniform and transferable, ostensibly so it could follow the student if he or she moved to a different state.

The coding process kicked up a public relations firestorm for the federal government after it was reported that codes were being created for roughly four hundred data points, some of them in very sensitive categories, including a student’s religious affiliation, medical conditions, and discipline problems, along with his or her family’s income and voting status. They would even track how much students work on the weekends.

NCES commissioner Jack Buckley defended the practice by saying the codes were based only on information that states have already been collecting, and that it was up to individual states to decide which data points to track.

The Obama administration’s involvement in this large-scale data-collecting scheme didn’t end there. In late 2011, the U.S. Department of Education made a historic change to the Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act to allow schools to release student records to third-party organizations without parental consent.

Secretary Duncan defended the change by saying it will allow school districts to share student-specific data with K–12 technology companies so that they can provide personalized learning experiences and so teachers and parents can track their students’ academic progress.

With all of this as background, let’s fast-forward back to today. The combination of the one-size-fits-all Common Core learning standards and the longitudinal data systems have allowed controllists in both the private sector and the federal government to create a structure that’s set to fundamentally transform the nation’s educational system.

Obviously, this poses a huge security concern for families. Moms and dads now have to wonder who has access to their child’s and family’s most sensitive personal information, and what they’re doing with it. The potential for abuse and exploitation is off the charts. In fact, it’s not just potential; there are already examples of it happening.

Last fall, a teenage hacker was arrested and charged with felony computer trespass after he allegedly “accessed and downloaded the records of thousands of students in 2012 and 2013.” The hacker allegedly posted the information, which “included student identification numbers and information on free lunch plans,” to online message boards. More than fifteen thousand records were stolen and posted, including “130 Sachem High School North [in Lake Ronkonkoma, N.Y.] students . . . who received ‘instructional services in an alternative setting.’ ”

In Minnesota, a legislative auditor discovered that the state department of education’s computer systems “lacked adequate internal controls and comprehensive security plans” and that department employees “had failed to document where private [student] data was held or the internal controls needed to secure it.”

The federal government having access, via these interconnected longitudinal data systems, to so much data about our kids is frightening. And it’s not just academic information that’s at stake.

Under the guise of personalizing the educational process and unlocking the science of learning, some schools will soon start collecting physical and biometric data from students. A 2013 story from Smithsonian magazine explained how one New York company is proposing that we allow facial recognition software into the classroom:

Here’s how it would work. Using facial recognition software called EngageSense, computers would apply algorithms to what the cameras have recorded during a lecture of discussion to interpret how engaged the students have been. Were the kids’ eyes focused on the teacher? Or were they looking everywhere but the front of the class? Were they smiling or frowning? Or did they just seem confused? Or bored?

The idea is that the software will track which activities best captured students’ attention, and which ones caused them to space out. One teacher interviewed for the story speculated that in five years this program will be used in classrooms all throughout the United States.

These algorithms might be used to learn a number of things about an individual child: his or her attention span, interpersonal skills, and work habits—and that’s just for starters.

The Chicago Tribune—which is not exactly a media arm of the “black helicopter” crowd—also reports that students could soon be wearing “sensor bracelets” in the classroom to help track their engagement:

The biometric bracelets, produced by a Massachusetts startup company, Affectiva Inc., send a small current across the skin and then measure subtle changes in electrical charges as the sympathetic nervous system responds to stimuli. The wireless devices have been used in pilot tests to gauge consumers’ emotional response to advertising.

Gates [Foundation] officials hope the devices, known as Q Sensors, can become a common classroom tool, enabling teachers to see, in real time, which kids are tuned in and which are zoned out.

As creepy as all of this may sound, it still doesn’t match the gross negligence of a Florida school district that failed to notify parents that it was testing student iris scans. According to local news reports, the “Eye Swipe Nano” would identify each student getting on or off a school bus by scanning their iris and would then notify parents of the time and location of the scan.

Due to a “clerical error,” parents were not notified prior to the pilot test. Once they were, the resulting outcry caused Polk County officials to put the test on hold. “We were not trying to do anything behind their backs,” Support Services director Rob Davis said; “we were trying to be innovative.”

I actually believe him—but that only proves the point that the road to hell is paved with good intentions. Even if those who want to collect all of this data would never dream of doing anything sinister with it, they have absolutely no idea where all of this might eventually lead.

And the implications are alarming. “More and more colleges are using predictive analysis to give students a good idea of how [students will] fare in a class before they even sign up for it,” the Smithsonian wrote. “By using data from a student’s own academic performance and from others who have already taken the class, advisers can predict with increasing accuracy how likely it is that a particular student will succeed or fail” (emphasis added).

This predictive technology appears to have originated at Tennessee’s Austin Peay State University. In 2013, the university sold its program, Degree Compass, to Desire2Learn, a company that plans to get this technology into colleges and universities across the United States. After it’s implemented, many college students will soon get advice on which classes they should take and which ones they should avoid. It’s just advice (at least for now), but it all fits in with Common Core because the same type of social engineering is making its way to our K–12 schools.

In 2007, the National Center on Education and the Economy (NCEE) released a groundbreaking report, titled “Tough Choices or Tough Times.” The report recommended that high school sophomores be given a “board exam” to determine who should be given the “right” to attend a community college for two years of career training and who “can stay in high school” to take Advanced Placement courses in preparation for a chance to attend a selective college or university.

With all kinds of student data at their disposal, it’s a near certainty that school counselors, teachers, and principals will eventually try to identify the “community college” kids and the “selective college” kids well before their sophomore years in high school. Once separated into groups, each will be shepherded onto a different track and put into classes that are most “appropriate” for their future careers.

The Pearson company, one of Common Core’s key advocates, produced a promotional video that hints at what the future of education could look like once the standards and the technology are all in place. In the video, a mother is seen reviewing her son’s academic progress, while on the side of the screen is her son’s “career projection” and “college projection.” It’s touching to see the mother nearly tear up when she sees that her son’s on track to become a mechanical engineer.

Some of you are probably thinking that I am reading way too much into some dumb report written by a bunch of eggheads back in 2007. I wish that were the case, but the reason why it’s so concerning is that, according to the NCEE’s own website, the group has been pushing for “the development of a national system of academic achievement standards for students” since its inception in 1985. (Back then, the NCEE was called the “Carnegie Forum on Education and the Economy.”) The website also boasts that many of the individuals involved in developing Common Core have deep connections to the NCEE.

In other words, many of the people responsible for Common Core share the goals of the group that, just a few years earlier, was calling for “board exams” for high school sophomores and for the creation of national learning standards that would prepare all high school graduates to attend, at a minimum, community college.

That raises some pretty serious questions about Common Core. Given the people involved, is it really the set of “rigorous,” “world-class standards” that controllists tell us it is, or is it essentially a backdoor way into community-college-level national learning standards?

To help you answer that question for yourself, consider this excerpt from a 2010 New York Times article:

Dozens of public high schools in eight states will introduce a program [in 2011] allowing 10th graders who pass a battery of tests to get a diploma two years early and immediately enroll in community college.

Students who pass but aspire to attend a selective college may continue with college preparatory courses in their junior and senior years, organizers of the new effort said. Students who fail the 10th-grade tests, known as board exams, can try again at the end of their 11th and 12th grades.

Supporters of this plan say it’s patterned after programs in “high-performing nations,” such as Denmark, England, Finland, France, and Singapore, and is meant to ensure that “students have mastered a set of basic requirements and reducing the numbers of high school graduates who need remedial courses when they enroll in college,” the Times adds.

Maybe it’s all as innocent as its supporters suggest, but forgive me for not having an excess stockpile of trust right now, especially when you consider how much money is at stake in the whole education-data-mining arena. (Rupert Murdoch, chairman and CEO of News Corporation, estimated that K–12 education is a $500 billion industry in the United States alone.)

Microsoft founder Bill Gates understands this well. In fact, he understands it so well that teacher Melanie Schneider hit the nail on the head when she argued that Common Core isn’t actually “state led,” it’s “Gates led.”

To see what she means, just follow the money. The Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation has given millions of dollars to organizations for the express purpose of advancing Common Core. These include each of the private organizations that are primarily responsible for development of the standards, like the National Governors Association Center, Council of Chief State School Officers, and Achieve Inc.

So Gates owns Common Core and has been a very public advocate for it—there’s no doubt about that. But here’s where it gets a little creepy: the Gates Foundation is also a major investor in most of the data mining systems and devices I mentioned in this chapter.

Remember those biometric “Q Sensors” that kids would wear in class so teachers could figure out which moments interest them? Gates gave $1.4 million to researchers for the development and implementation of these so-called galvanic skin response measurements.

Existing methods “only get us so far,” explained Debbie Robinson, a Gates Foundation spokeswoman. She said that in order to achieve real gains in learning, educators “need universal, valid, reliable, and practical instruments,” such as the biosensors.

The Chicago Tribune reported that this investment in biometric sensors was really just indicative of the foundation’s “emphasis on mining daily classroom interactions for data.” They say that the foundation has spent $45 million on this kind of research under the umbrella name “Measures of Effective Teaching.”

To sum up, Gates funded the development of standards and tests to provide uniform national data, and is now funding the devices and systems that will work with that data. Yet this is somehow a conspiracy theory?

Maybe the reason why Gates and others have been so successful at getting these things implemented is that they are smart enough to spend money not just on the technology, but also on public relations and advocacy.

Here’s a great case in point. The Tribune article in which the biometric sensors are discussed ends with a section titled “Potential for Mission Creep.” Traditionally, this is where critics of the technology would talk about their concerns over privacy, security, etc. Instead, the Tribune interviewed a woman named Sandi Jacobs. Read this excerpt and pay particular attention to the part I italicized:

To Sandi Jacobs, the promise of such technology outweighs the vague fear that it might be used in the future to punish teachers who fail to engage their students’ Q Sensors.

Any device that helps a teacher identify and meet student needs “is a good thing,” said Jacobs, vice president of the National Council on Teacher Quality, an advocacy group that receives funding from the Gates Foundation. “We have to be really open to what technology can bring.”

Quoting someone who receives Gates’s money about their concerns over a Gates-funded device is not exactly high-quality journalism—regardless of the disclosure. It does, however, go to show just how powerful the foundation is—and just how far its tentacles reach. That’s why this quote, found on their website, should give anyone who appreciates local control over education serious pause:

The Common Core will require transformative change—the type of change that many believe cannot be accomplished.

They’re wrong. I do believe that the billions of dollars that Gates and others are putting toward these efforts will bring about transformative change. I—and millions of other Americans—just don’t want it.
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GIVEN THE RISING OBESITY EPIDEMIC, THE FEDERAL GOVERNMENT MUST SET STRICT STANDARDS FOR IN-SCHOOL MEALS AND PROVIDE FREE BREAKFAST AND LUNCH DAILY

“The U.S. government has been feeding kids for almost 70 years. It’s a big operation that no one else can handle at these relatively low costs. And since the government is subsidizing lunch, government gets to decide what’s for lunch.”

—AYALA LAUFER-CAHANA, physician, cofounder of Herbal Water Inc.

“Imagine our kids begging and pleading, throwing tantrums to get you to buy more fruits, vegetables and whole grains. Yes, this is possible. It is possible to create this world!”

—MICHELLE OBAMA, first lady of the United States

In 2008, Michelle Obama was campaigning in Puerto Rico and told the assembled activists, “We are going to have to change our conversation; we’re going to have to change our traditions, our history; we’re going to have to move into a different place as a nation.”

That sounded pretty ominous coming from the wife of a candidate who saw government as a solution to most problems. What type of revolutionary plan did she have up her sleeve?

As it turns out, one of the changes she had in mind was a poorly planned revision of the national school lunch menu.

Citing an obesity “epidemic,” the first lady, along with bureaucrats from the U.S. Department of Agriculture, convinced Congress to approve sweeping changes in the National School Lunch Program. “Healthy” menus suddenly became a requirement for school districts looking to receive federal lunch dollars under the “Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act of 2010.”

Many schools reacted quickly and decisively. Some districts, like Chicago, jumped in to support the effort by banning brown-bag lunches from home. A school from Richmond, Virginia, took a similar stance, sending the following note home to parents:

I have received word from Federal Programs Preschool pertaining to lunches from home. Parents are to be informed that students can only bring lunches from home if there is a medical condition meriting a specific diet, along with a physician’s note to that regard.

The new program drew high praise from famous figures on both sides of the political aisle. Former U.S. senator Bill Frist (R-TN), who began his career as a surgeon, loved how this bill would target obesity:

As vice chair of the Partnership for a Healthier America, I join President Obama and the First Lady in celebrating the signing of the Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act. This bipartisan legislation will significantly enhance the quality of food for our children for generations to come and is a dramatic step toward reducing childhood obesity.

Former Arkansas governor Mike Huckabee, another prominent Republican, had similar praise:

Congratulations to First Lady Michelle Obama, Secretary of Agriculture Tom Vilsack, and to the bipartisan support in Congress to pass the Healthy, Hunger Free Child Act. By passing a bill that addresses the nutritional quality of school lunches, an important step is being taken to give children choices that will make them healthier and more productive.

It’s so nice to see Republicans and Democrats come together on an issue. It would be even nicer if it weren’t an issue they were both so wrong about.

As it turns out, an edict from Washington cannot make kids eat healthy. As the new lunch menus were implemented, millions of students began sticking their noses up at the skimpy entrée portions and generous fruit and vegetable offerings they were served. Many schools reported losing vast amounts of money from reduced sales of lunches, and kids who bought them began throwing a lot of the food away (surprise, surprise, they usually threw out the healthiest stuff). And many kids—particularly student athletes who required a large number of calories—started complaining about being hungry by the end of the day.

Reports about the impact of the menu changes have not been positive. Here’s a small sample from media reports around the country:

• Parents in Harlan County, Kentucky, attended a school board meeting to complain about the new lunch offerings. “They say it tastes like vomit,” board member Myra Mosley reported.

• In Pierre, South Dakota, students staged a mass revolt, tossing out thousands of pounds of unwanted food. “I know a lot of my friends who are just drinking a jug of milk for their lunch, and they are not getting a proper meal,” middle school student Samantha Gortmaker told a local television station.

• Officials in the Catlin, Illinois, district decided to opt out of the national lunch program after losing $30,000 from a decline in the number of meals that were served and an increase in the amount of food going into the garbage. “Some of the stuff we had to offer, they wouldn’t eat,” said Superintendent Gary Lewis. “So you sit there and watch the kids, and you know they’re hungry at the end of the day, and that led to some behavior and some lack of attentiveness.”

• Officials with the Carmel Clay school district in Indiana said they lost $300,000 in one school year when many students rejected the menu changes and stopped purchasing school meals. “I’m a registered dietician,” said Amy Anderson, food service director for the school district. “I used to feel that I was an educator and part of the education system. I currently feel like I’m a food cop. I don’t get credit for the 98 percent of the kids who are within normal weight range. I only get slammed for the 2 to 3 percent who aren’t.”

• Officials in New York’s Burnt Hills–Ballston Lake school district decided to drop out of the program after losing about $100,000 in food sales in one school year. “(Our staff) worked hard to implement the new regulations, but there were just too many problems and too many foods that students did not like and would not purchase,” Assistant Superintendent Chris Abdoo said in a news release. “Students complained of being hungry with these lunches and the district lost money. I’m confident we can do better on our own next year.”

To top it all off, the U.S. Government Accountability Office issued a scathing report in 2013 about the many problems with the program:

Six of the eight schools we visited told us they believe food waste has increased because of the new lunch requirements. In particular, [school officials] said that the fruits and vegetables students are now required to take sometimes end up thrown away, and in our lunch period observations in 7 of 7 schools, we saw many students throw some or all of their fruits and vegetables away.

Athletic directors expressed concerns that student athletes were hungrier after school than they were in previous years and staff reported that more students were distracted during the final period of the school day than in previous years.

The report also found that some schools weren’t necessarily increasing the number of healthy food options for students.

To comply with both the meat and grain maximums and the required calorie minimums for lunches, some districts added foods that generally did not improve the nutritional value of the lunches. In three of the districts we visited, [officials] reported adding pudding to certain high school menus to bring the menus into compliance with the calorie minimum. Some also added gelatin, ice cream, or condiments such as butter, jelly, ranch dressing, or cheese sauce to become compliant.

While these additional menu items provided additional calories to lunches, they also likely increased the amount of sugar, sodium, or fat in the meal, potentially undercutting the federal law’s goals of improving the nutritional quality of lunches.

Incredibly, none of the criticism seemed to faze the first lady or the government controllists overseeing the program. “One thing I think we need to keep in mind as kids say they’re still hungry,” USDA undersecretary Janey Thornton said, “is that many children aren’t used to eating fruits and vegetables at home, much less at school. So it’s a change in what they are eating. If they’re still hungry, it’s that they are not eating all the food that’s being offered.”

In other words, you may think you’re hungry but you’re really not. Sound familiar? It’s the same “you may think you know what’s best for your kids, but you really don’t” argument that we always hear during the school choice debate.

Michelle Obama sounded even less concerned. “Right now, we’re truly at a pivotal moment,” she said, “a tipping point when the message is just starting to break through, when new habits are just beginning to take hold, and we’re seeing the very first glimmer of the kind of transformational change that we’re capable of making in this country.”

But what if the new menus don’t bring about that “transformational change”? Mrs. Obama gave a frightening hint about a possible follow-up strategy at the Partnership for a Healthier America summit in Washington, D.C., in 2013. When she envisioned a world where restaurants and grocery stores would be nudged into rearranging their menus, displays, and advertising, all to promote healthier food choices.

“I mean, just think for a minute what this country could look like,” she said. “Imagine walking into any grocery store in America and finding the healthiest food options clearly marked and centrally placed so that you know within seconds what’s good for your family when you walk in that store.

“Imagine our kids begging and pleading, throwing tantrums to get you to buy more fruits, vegetables, and whole grains. Yes, this is possible. It is possible to create this world!”

And that’s what all of this is really about: creating a world that meets the approval of the Obamas and other controllists. It’s the Bloomberg Nanny State and Cass Sunstein’s “nudge” strategy all rolled into one.

But before we can imagine a world in which grocery stores are renovated to reflect Michelle Obama’s will, the federal government had to first insert itself into the system. Guidelines and food pyramids weren’t enough. To make a real difference they needed to be able to fund the meals so they could then say, “If we’re paying for the food, we get to decide what it is.” It’s sort of like the federal government’s relationship to state speed limits. Washington doesn’t get to set the speed limit itself, but they’ve gotten state budgets so hooked on federal money that they have de facto control over all sorts of things. Sure, you can raise your speed limit to 80, but we’ll just hold on to that highway grant money next year. The states almost always cave; they can’t afford not to.

The same strategy is in play here—and the data shows that it’s working. What started out as a program to help a select group of poor children get a free or subsidized lunch has morphed into a universal, politician-controlled diet and nutrition plan.

In 1969, the first year for which data is available, the National School Lunch Program served 19.4 million students, with 2.9 million of them (15.1 percent) receiving their meal for free or at a reduced price. Twenty years later, the program was feeding 24.2 million students, with 11.3 million (47.2 percent) getting fed for free or at a subsidized price.

Fast-forward to 2013 and you see just how much things have changed: 30.6 million students were served that year, and a full 21.5 million of them (70.5 percent) got them for free or at a reduced price—an all-time high.

With that kind of scale in place, the government can now transition to the menus themselves—telling kids what they can and cannot eat, all under the guise of the obesity epidemic. It won’t work, of course, just as other Nanny State laws don’t work. You can’t legislate lettuce and expect high school kids to gleefully play along.

What will work? That’s a topic for another book, but I find it interesting that a 2010 study by researchers at Ohio State University identified three main factors in reducing childhood obesity, and all of them involve the same theme we are talking about in this book: more support from parents and family.

A new national study suggests that preschool-aged children are likely to have a lower risk for obesity if they regularly engage in one or more of three specific household routines: eating dinner as a family, getting adequate sleep, and limiting their weekday television viewing time.

Of course, figuring out what actually works in reducing childhood obesity is not really the point of these programs. (If it were, then the government might finally stop categorizing french fries as “vegetables.”) The real point is the same thing it always is: conformity, control, and eventually fundamental transformation.
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SCHOOL SHOULD TEACH STUDENTS ABOUT SEXUALITY BECAUSE PARENTS DON’T

“How in the world do we say it’s OK for schools to teach our children about math, science, history, and numerous other subjects, yet then get high and mighty with righteous indignation when biology is taken a step further to focus on sex? . . . It’s clear that parents aren’t as dependable on some matters as they like to delude themselves into believing.”

—ROLAND MARTIN, columnist and former CNN contributor

“High school students are very sexually active and getting pregnant so we don’t have that luxury to think that they are too young to be engaged in conversations about contraception and sexual education.”

—CHRISTINE QUINN, former Speaker, New York City Council

“I remember Alan Keyes . . . using this in his campaign against me, saying, ‘Barack Obama supports teaching sex education to kindergartners.’ Which—I didn’t know what to tell him, but it’s the right thing to do to provide age-appropriate sex education, science-based sex education in schools.”

—BARACK OBAMA, U.S. president

Professional educators—people who spend thousands of hours with children every year—should understand one fundamental truth about kids: they yearn for boundaries. Whether they care to admit it or not, they want to be told “no.” They crave the security that comes with the knowledge that there are adults in their lives who care enough to set limits.

Adults who set boundaries give kids a legitimate excuse to deal with the pressure presented by peers, society, and their rapidly developing bodies. They find shelter in telling their friends, boyfriends, or girlfriends that they just can’t, because their mean old mom or dad won’t let them.

Educators are important role models in the lives of impressionable students. Kids often make major decisions based on the information and signals they receive from teachers, principals, coaches, and counselors. Parents should have a right to expect these professionals to be responsible and advise kids that sexual abstinence is the wisest and safest course, particularly in their K–12 years.

But that doesn’t seem to be the message coming out of many schools these days. The new message, developed largely by politically and socially radical educators, is that sexual activity is natural and good and is fine to be explored at increasingly younger ages.

This is a radical departure from the sex education lessons we experienced, where we were taught the fundamentals of the birds and the bees. Educators back then knew that some parents were too shy or awkward to broach the subject, so schools made sure kids would have basic knowledge to build on as they grew and developed their own points of view.

Today the trend seems to be to promote sexual activity among children, rather than gradually preparing kids for the facts of adult life.

“Oral sex, masturbation, and orgasms need to be taught in education,” said Diane Schneider, an official with the National Education Association, in a speech at the UN’s Commission on the Status of Women.

Then there’s Planned Parenthood, an organization that’s hired to present sexual education classes for schools throughout the nation. As Paul Rondeau of the American Life League explains it, “[Planned Parenthood] is funded with our tax dollars to market sex to our children in our schools under the guise of sex education, anti-bullying, diversity and other tolerance. Once sexualized, those children then become PP [Planned Parenthood] sex customers for contraceptives, STD testing, and abortion.”

One Planned Parenthood lesson defines “abstinence” as “choosing not to do any sexual activity that carries a risk for pregnancy or STD/HIV,” said Rita Diller, national director for Stop Planned Parenthood. “In other words, abstinence has nothing to do with abstaining from sex acts. So long as the student avoids STDs and pregnancy, and is comfortable with what he or she is doing, it’s an anything goes scenario.”

Last year in Onalaska, Washington, parents learned that a school principal, who was leading a group of fifth graders in a supposed discussion of HIV/AIDS, ended up describing oral and anal sex in graphic terms to the children. According to news reports, one girl came home from the session and told her parents she learned, “You take a man’s penis and you put it in your mouth—that’s what the girls do to the boys. The boys spread the girls’ legs apart and put their mouths down on the vaginas.”

Some parents of students at a Philadelphia high school were upset to learn that their school (as well as twenty-one others in the district) was distributing free condoms to students. School officials noted that the twenty-two targeted schools had the highest rates of sexually transmitted diseases in the district and argued that since kids are having sex anyway, it’s better if they take precautions.

I guess they never considered the possibility that kids are having sex because everyone expects them to, and that the distribution of condoms only serves to reinforce that message. As one father put it, “It’s kind of like promoting it, a way of advertising sex.”

Despite only three-tenths of 1 percent of Americans self-identifying as “transgendered,” Rutgers University created a lesson plan that provides all students with tips on how to “come out” as transgendered to their parents. It’s a convenient way for progressives to insert themselves directly into parent-child relationships, even when it’s not applicable to the vast majority of students.

A report issued last year, titled “National Sexuality Education Standards” and written by a “range of advocates, academics, and public education officials,” was designed to “create a strategic plan for sexuality education policy and implementation.”

According to the report, sex education should begin in kindergarten. By the second grade students should be able to “identify different kinds of family structures” and “demonstrate ways to show respect for different types of families.”

By the time they reach the age of seven, students should also be able to identify all male and female body parts and “provide examples of how friends, family, media, society, and culture influence ways in which boys and girls think they should act.”

By the fifth grade, students should be able to “define sexual orientation as the romantic attraction of an individual to someone of the same gender or a different gender” and “identify parents or other trusted adults of whom students can ask questions about sexual orientation.”

By the eighth grade, students should be able to “differentiate between gender identity, gender expression, and sexual orientation, explain the range of gender roles, and define emergency contraception and its use.”

In other words, these “standards” would ensure that eighth graders understand when to use the “morning-after pill.”

It gets worse.

By the end of middle school, students should be able to “analyze external influences that have an impact on one’s attitudes about gender, sexual orientation, and gender identity . . . communicate respectfully with and about people of all gender identities, gender expressions, and sexual orientations, explain the health benefits, risks, and effectiveness rates of various methods of contraception, and describe the steps to using a condom correctly.”

By high school graduation, students should be able to “define emergency contraception and describe its mechanism of action and assess the skills and resources needed to become a parent.”

If it were up to the people who wrote this report, children would be taught from their earliest days in school to accept various gender roles, different types of families, and various forms of sexuality as morally correct. And they would be extremely well versed (as noted by the repeated mentions) about the availability and appropriateness of “emergency contraception.”

The problem with all of this is that many parents don’t believe it’s right to have sex before marriage, or to present it to children as normal or acceptable behavior. Many parents don’t approve of homosexuality or bisexuality, and many have strong moral objections to abortion, even through the use of morning-after pills.

Shouldn’t these parents have the right to instill their values into their own children, without opposition or interference from a public school curriculum? Shouldn’t educators have to draw the line at telling kids their parents and churches are bigoted or small-minded? And isn’t it ironic that the same progressives who tell others to stay out of their bedrooms are all too happy to knock down the front doors of homes and inculcate the children with what they perceive as the “correct” beliefs regarding families and sex.

There’s nothing wrong with educators insisting that all students be treated with respect. There’s nothing wrong with teaching kids the basics of biology and human sexuality. There’s nothing wrong with teachers having zero tolerance for bullying, or encouraging diversity and tolerance. But school employees have no legitimate authority to force their moral code on students, or to openly reject the traditional moral codes of others.

Jay McDowell, a teacher and local union president in Howell, Michigan, is a perfect example of the thin line between teaching and imposing. In the fall of 2010, McDowell took part in a school observance of “anti-bullying day” by wearing a purple T-shirt to symbolize his support for gay teens. At some point during the day, a female student entered his classroom wearing a belt buckle featuring the old Confederate flag. McDowell told her she couldn’t wear such an item because it symbolized racism and offended people.

Daniel Glowacki, a sixteen-year-old student in the same class, defended the girl. He told McDowell that her belt buckle should be acceptable if his purple T-shirt was acceptable. Glowacki went on to explain that he’s a Christian and does not approve of homosexuality.

McDowell responded by throwing Glowacki and another boy who took his side out of class. The school superintendent investigated the incident and suspended McDowell for a day, which then incited anger among many colleagues who came to his defense.

Glowacki’s mother filed a lawsuit on her son’s behalf a few months later, and a judge ruled in her favor, determining that McDowell had violated the student’s First Amendment right to free speech and expression.

It’s ironic—and perhaps appropriate—that this story ends with McDowell being presented with a human rights award by the Michigan Education Association, a state branch of the NEA. He was honored for teaching his students to be “whole people who learn to stand up for what they believe in and learn how to live.”

Tolerance is not really tolerance if it doesn’t go both ways.

It must be frustrating for decent parents to watch their children fall under the influence of radical educators, and sometimes make foolish decisions based on the predominant cultures in their schools. But no one should be surprised it happens—far too many educators are moral relativists who reject the notion of absolute right or wrong.

These educators are often defended by a compliant media that rejects traditional values. Columnist Betsy Karasik, writing in the Washington Post, went so far as to suggest that we are all just too uptight about the recent rash of teacher-student sexual relationships that are being exposed at an alarming rate across the nation.

Throughout high school, college and law school I knew students who had sexual relations with teachers. To the best of my knowledge these situations were all consensual in every honest meaning of the word, even if society would like to embrace the fantasy that a high school student can’t consent to sex. Although some feelings probably got bruised, no one I knew was horribly damaged.

The point is that there is a vast and extremely nuanced continuum of sexual interactions involving teachers and students, ranging from flirtation to mutual lust to harassment to predatory behavior. Painting all of these behaviors with the same brush sends a damaging message to students and sets the stage for hypocrisy and distortion of the truth. Many teenagers are, biologically speaking, sexually mature. Pretending that this kind of thing won’t happen if we simply punish it severely enough is delusional.

Karasik apparently believes that a high school teacher hooking up with one of their students is totally fine because it’s almost always consensual. That’s an interesting point of view, especially considering that fifteen- and sixteen-year-olds aren’t legally allowed to consent to much of anything in life yet. It’s also ironic that on the one hand we have Michelle Obama and the federal government mandating what kids have to each for lunch each day because they are too young to make the right decisions on their own, while on the other hand we have progressives saying that it’s totally fine for these same kids to make a decision to sleep with their thirty-two-year-old English teacher.

Despite what Karasik and others believe about all of this being natural, the fact is that teen sexual activity hasn’t always been so widespread. Perhaps it’s no coincidence that the problem started growing after we kicked God out of the schools.

A 2008 study conducted by Specialty Research Associates shows that the rates of teen sex, pregnancy, and venereal disease, along with crime, illiteracy, drug use, and suicide, started going through the roof almost immediately following the 1962 Supreme Court decision that ended teacher-led prayer in public schools.

With prayer—and the fundamental acknowledgment that there is a greater power who holds us accountable for our behavior—banished from schools, the vacuum was filled by progressive educators with a very different agenda.
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SCHOOLS SHOULD BE THE CENTER OF THE COMMUNITY, OPEN TWELVE HOURS A DAY, SEVEN DAYS A WEEK

“[T]he most successful schools of the future will be integrated learning communities, which accommodate the needs of all of the community’s stakeholders. They will be schools that will be open later, longer and for more people in the community from senior citizens using the gym and health facilities during off-hours to immigrants taking evening English classes after work.”

—U.S. DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION, Schools as Centers of Community: A Citizen’s Guide for Planning and Design

“I think the brand-new American school would be year-round—open from 6 to 6. . . . These schools will serve children from age three months old to age 18.”

—LAMAR ALEXANDER, former U.S. secretary of education

Progressives like to bemoan the decline of the great American middle class. They say it illustrates the fundamental unfairness of wealth distribution in our capitalistic economy. They argue that, left unchecked, our system will soon produce only two classes of people: the super-wealthy and the extremely poor.

What they fail to mention is that the decline of the middle class has as much to do with life choices as anything else. The biggest problem over the last half century has been the rapid disintegration of the nuclear family and the rapid growth of single-parent families that struggle to provide for the physical and emotional needs of their children.

The American divorce rate is at a record high—around half of all first marriages go down the drain, and the percentage only increases for second and third marriages. A lot of couples with children don’t bother to get married anymore and they tend to “break up” at a rate that used to be more common to high school relationships.

Fathers too frequently abandon their children, leaving huge financial and emotional gaps in their lives. That forces many mothers into the full-time workforce, often taking time away from critical parent-child relationships. As statistics provided by the National Fatherhood Initiative show, this negative cycle is extremely hard to break:

• Children in homes with no father are far more likely to grow up in poverty. In 2011, 12 percent of children in families with married parents lived in poverty, compared to 44 percent who lived with mothers only.

• Children living in intact families are more likely to attend college and be physically and emotionally healthy, and are less likely to be physically or sexually abused, use drugs or alcohol, engage in delinquent behavior, and become parents as teens.

• Children from homes where the father is absent are significantly more likely to be incarcerated at some point in their lives. Those who never had a father at home have the highest odds of going to jail or prison.

• Sixty-one percent of three- to five-year-olds living with two parents were read aloud to every day by a family member, compared to 48 percent of children living in single- or no-parent situations.

• Students living in father-absent homes are twice as likely to repeat a grade in school.

The point is that an intact nuclear family is far more likely to have a livable income and produce happier, healthier, and more successful children. Given that somewhat obvious fact, it would make a lot more sense for the government to focus on things that would encourage and empower a comeback of the family unit rather than things that simply deal with the symptoms of our current disease.

But that’s not the case. In fact, our government has been all too eager to encourage the continued deterioration of the family structure by assuming more and more responsibilities that should be dealt with at home.

That’s particularly true when it comes to government schools.

In February 2014, New York City public schools opened on a day in which heavy snow was falling in the city. When the media asked Schools Chancellor Carmen Farina for her rationale in keeping school open on a day in which streets and sidewalks were clearly dangerous, she answered in a way that likely had controllists everywhere jumping for joy.

“Many of our kids don’t get a hot lunch and, in many cases breakfast, unless they go to school,” she explained. “So it’s still a parent’s decision whether they send their kids to school or not. My decision is where the kids are safest and the most taken care of, and the answer to that is in schools.”

According to her, kids are safer and more taken care of in school than at home—even in the midst of a blizzard. You’ll notice that Farina specifically mentioned the idea of a hot lunch and breakfast—something that ties right back to the federal school lunch program that we’ve already covered. By serving one or two meals a day to students, schools and controllists can begin to make the case that kids must be in school more so that they can eat properly. A recently proposed rule for the National School Lunch Program and the School Breakfast Program would bolster their case even further by allowing officials in low-income districts to serve free meals to all students, regardless of their family’s income.

Some progressives are seeing the opportunity this gives them and are pushing this concept beyond school hours. In New Jersey, Governor Chris Christies has started a pilot program to provide free “after school dinner” for kids in six Camden schools.

All this fits perfectly with the controllists’ strategy of teaching children that all good things originate with the state. Once kids learn that their parents are not responsible for providing any meals because the government covers that cost for everyone, it’s not hard to take the next step and teach them the concept of “free” public handouts for everything, including education, health care, and housing.

A lot of modern lawmakers and educators have become strong proponents of the full-service “community school” model. These people believe that schools should be open throughout the year, pretty much around the clock, and offer everything under the sun, including free meals, child care, health care, counseling services, family planning services—you name it.

Given the money and power inherent in a concept like this, it’s not really a surprise that American Federation of Teachers president Randi Weingarten is a supporter:

We have to do more than simply instruct children seven hours a day. Community schools should be the hub of the community. Can you imagine a federal law that promoted community schools—schools that served the neediest children by bringing together under one roof all the services and activities they and their families need? Imagine schools that are open all day and offer after-school and evening recreational activities and homework assistance. And suppose the schools included child care and dental, medical and counseling clinics.

Yes, suppose they did—it’d be like a little commune where our kids could be brainwashed by Big Brother’s helping hand from the moment they can walk.

U.S. education secretary Arne Duncan is another advocate of the school taking over as de facto parents:

If children are hungry, they should be fed. It’s hard to learn if your stomach is growling. We need to take that on. If students can’t see the blackboard, need eyeglasses, we need to do that. If students need a social worker or counselor to work through the challenges they’re facing at home or in the community, we need to do that. My vision is that schools need to be community centers. Schools need to be open 12, 13, 14 hours a day six, seven days a week, 12 months out of the year, with a whole host of activities, particularly in disadvantaged communities.

Not only does this concept encourage the continued dissolution of the family, but it also leaves school personnel in the position of essentially raising the children themselves. That should sound more than a few alarm bells in the minds of anyone who believes in strong parenting, small communities, and the power of the individual.

How can we trust the people who are doing such a poor job with our children academically to do any better with them in other areas? They say that “community schools” are more necessary in low-income areas, but schools in low-income areas frequently suffer from mismanagement, poor allocation of resources, and destabilizing situations like high teacher turnover.

How can public schools, which can barely maintain any order or discipline as it is, be expected to provide for the physical, emotional, and medical needs of millions of children? In the Dallas Intermediate School District, for example, suspensions (both out-of-school and in-school) and placements in alternative schools soared from 35,451 to 44,672 between 2011–2012 and 2012–2013. Texas now spends about $227 million annually dealing with school disciplinary issues and security. How much additional taxpayer money would be required to handle all of the other issues that would come along with being de facto guardians of children?

There’s also the issue of what our kids would learn with even more hours at school. Many of these educators would relish the opportunity to spend more time feeding students a steady stream of radical, anti-American political ideas, encouraging teen sexual activity, and deemphasizing the importance of traditional values and religion.

It’s conceivable to believe that “community schools” like these would spell the end of many already struggling family units. How many parents would simply turn their children’s daily needs over to the school and walk away from their responsibilities? And what happens then—do more and more kids become real guardians of the state? Will the need for student housing on K–12 campuses be the next item on the agenda?

Of course, this is not the first attempt that progressives have made toward turning government schools into parents. Through the federal Head Start program these folks have already taken charge of millions of toddlers—and that has not exactly been a rousing success. “Since 1965, taxpayers have spent more than $180 billion on Head Start,” the Heritage Foundation reported in early 2013. “Yet, over the decades, this Great Society relic has failed to improve academic outcomes for the children it was designed to help.”

Heritage reached that conclusion by analyzing two federal studies from the last four years that revealed that access to Head Start had little or no effect on children’s academic abilities by kindergarten, first grade, or third grade. In some instances, there were actually negative social effects as some Head Start graduates were judged to be more shy and withdrawn and have worse peer relationships than their classmates.

Grover Whitehurst of the left-leaning Brookings Institution, who once directed a national Head Start Quality Research Center, has also seemingly come to realize the program’s failings:

The most defensible conclusion is that these [early education] programs are not working to meaningfully increase the academic achievement or social/emotional skills and dispositions of children from low-income families. I wish this weren’t so, but facts are stubborn things. Maybe we should figure out how to deliver effective programs before the federal government funds preschool for all.

There is no way that government schools could ever do a better job of meeting the needs of children than mothers and fathers working cooperatively in a loving and structured home, regardless of income. Our focus should be on promoting the concept of a strong family, not on community schools to stand in for them. Substituting schools for parents is like treating a gunshot victim by putting on a tourniquet. Yes, it may stop the bleeding temporarily, but unless you treat the root cause of the problem, the patient is eventually going to die anyway.
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HOME-SCHOOLING IS HURTING OUR PUBLIC SCHOOLS AND IS BAD FOR THE COLLECTIVE

“Low-income kids earn higher test scores when they attend school alongside middle-class kids, while the test scores of privileged children are impervious to the influence of less-privileged peers. So when college-educated parents pull their kids out of public schools, whether for private school or homeschooling, they make it harder for less-advantaged children to thrive.”

—DANA GOLDSTEIN, journalist and fellow at the New America Foundation

“[T]he long-term consequences for the child being home schooled or sent to a private school cannot be overstated. . . . The more appropriate suggestion for our current educational dilemma is that public education should be mandatory and universal. Parental expressive interest could supplement but never supplant the public institutions where the basic and fundamental lesson would be taught and experienced by all American children: we must struggle together to define ourselves both as a collective and as individuals.”

—MARTHA ALBERTSON FINEMAN, Emory University School of Law

Education controllists hate home-school families for a lot of different reasons. They are insulted by the idea that just anyone—particularly untrained parents—can provide children with anything even remotely approaching the type of enlightened instruction offered by professional educators.

“Parents aren’t teachers,” wrote one blogger going by the name of “OEA” (meaning the Ohio Education Association, a teachers’ union) on a local community message board. “Let your children be educated by those who have chosen education as their life’s work.”

The National Education Association feels the same way. “The NEA believes that homeschooling programs based on parental choice cannot provide the student with a comprehensive education experience,” they wrote. “Instruction should be by persons who are licensed by the appropriate state education licensure agency, and a curriculum approved by the state department of education.”

Controllists, many of whom are hostile to organized religion, are also insulted by the traditional views held by many home-schooling parents. They scoff at the idea of religious studies being an integral part of the home-school experience for many families. “Most disturbing is the virulent strain of religious fundamentalism that is found in the lessons being taught homeschooled children, particularly in the United States,” wrote Steve Shives, an atheist contributor to Yahoo!

But the primary reason for the home-schooling hatred is that most controllists also view themselves as social engineers whose long-term goals include the revision of America’s economic and social structures. They consider the government education system to be one of the most valuable tools at their disposal to sell their agenda to future generations. They know that if they can continue to bring children into their message and worldview, then those kids are likely to grow into adults who are more willing to dismiss traditional values.

Things like free-lunch menus regulated by the federal government or aggressive sex ed curricula aren’t important on their own; they’re simply individual steps along a much longer path. That’s why the exclusion of home-schooled children from their master plan drives them absolutely crazy. And the fact that home-schooling has skyrocketed in popularity in recent years (the number of home-schooled students jumped 70 percent between 1999 and 2007) makes them hate it even more. After all, if you’re a controllist, what could be worse than a serious competitor with values completely antithetical to your own?

These people basically believe that children should be at the disposal of the state. They should learn what the state wants them to learn, not what you think they should learn. They should be exposed to values that the state deems crucial, not the values stressed at home.

We all remember when President Obama told small business owners, “You didn’t build that.” The insinuation was that government has a hand in any success that an individual might find. MSNBC host Melissa Harris-Perry takes that concept (which was originally posited by Hillary Clinton’s “It takes a village” remark) a frightening step further, suggesting that our children are really not ours, but are instead the property of the community and state:

We have never invested as much in public education as we should have because we’ve always had kind of a private notion of children. Your kid is yours and totally your responsibility. We haven’t had a very collective notion of “These are our children.” So part of it is that we have to break through our kind of private idea that kids belong to their parents or kids belong to their families and recognize that kids belong to whole communities. Once it’s everybody’s responsibility and not just the households’, then we start making better investments.

Sounds sort of Orwellian and hard to believe, right? It is—but there’s a method to their madness and, unsurprisingly, it all revolves around power and control.

Since kids belong to the “whole community,” they have a responsibility to attend local government schools, even if they don’t receive quality instruction.

“It seems to me that if every single parent sent every single child to public school, public schools would improve,” wrote Slate editor Allison Benedikt. “This would not happen immediately. It could take generations. Your children and grandchildren might get mediocre educations in the meantime, but it will be worth it, for the eventual common good.”

University of Illinois professor Chris Lubienski has the same opinion, but he goes even further, tying this idea directly to home-schooling:

The discourse around homeschooling centers on issues of individual rights and private benefits, rather than the public good. It withdraws not only children but also social capital from public schools, to the detriment of the students remaining behind. . . . Homeschooling undermines the ability of public education to improve and become more responsive as a democratic institution. Thus, homeschooling is not only a reaction to, but a cause of, declining public schools. Therefore, it diminishes the potential of public education to serve the common good in a vibrant democracy.

Even the simple headline attached to one of Lubienski’s articles is rather odd and worrisome: “Does home schooling promote the public good?”

I’ll answer that question with one of my own: “Why is that any of your business?” Education is first and foremost an individual act, pursued for personal growth and benefit. My child is not a pawn in a massive game of eugenics where people are forced to justify their contributions to society every few years in front of some government board.

Beyond that, the truth is that, yes, education is important for society—which is the entire reason for writing a book like this. Controllists like Harris-Perry and Lubienski want to dump all kids into public schools to “serve the common good” without ever even stopping to ask if those schools actually are serving the public good.

These enlightened thinkers, with their supposed concern for the welfare of all, are also forgetting an important fact: the desires and goals of the state are secondary to the absolute rights of the individual. We are free to pursue happiness and personal fulfillment in the way we understand those concepts. We can choose to be active members of communities or keep to ourselves. We can choose to work for the common good or focus on personal goals. We are free to worship (or not) as we please, and raise our children in the manner we deem correct. And we reserve the right to educate our children within the realm of our personal values, rather than the popular values of the greater community.
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HOME-SCHOOLERS ARE ACADEMICALLY INFERIOR TO PUBLIC SCHOOL STUDENTS

“The sad and hidden truth about home schooling is that no one knows whether home schooled students are performing well or poorly. We have no shortage of anecdotes—home schoolers who end up at Stanford or who win spelling bees. Astonishingly, however, we know practically nothing about the academic performance of the average home schooler. The studies that grab headlines use a biased and unrepresentative sample of home schoolers.”

—ROB REICH, professor of political science and education, Stanford University

“The educational harm is the most immediate, direct risk of unregulated homeschooling. It is also the only one in this litany of possible risks adamantly denied by homeschooling advocates, but contrary to their claims, there is also no credible evidence that they do better. There is no credible evidence of accomplishment here at all.”

—ROBIN WEST, University of Maryland professor

Some controllists try to paint a picture of home-school children as tragically undereducated. They want the public to believe that these children spend a few hours a day memorizing Bible verses before playing by themselves in their rooms. But that’s a completely inaccurate and unfair stereotype. Many home-school students are academically advanced compared to their public school peers, sometimes by a substantial degree.

Brian Ray, president of the nonprofit National Home Education Research Institute (NHERI), helped commission a wide-ranging study that included more than twelve thousand home-schooled students from across the country. The study looked at the performance of these students on three standardized tests: the California Achievement Test, the Iowa Test of Basic Skills, and the Stanford Achievement Test—for the 2007–2008 academic year. Writing in the Washington Times, the Home School Legal Defense Association called this the “most comprehensive home-school academic study to date” and summarized the results:

Five areas of academic pursuit were measured. In reading, the average home-schooler scored at the 89th percentile; language, 84th percentile; math, 84th percentile; science, 86th percentile; and social studies, 84th percentile. In the core studies (reading, language and math), the average home-schooler scored at the 88th percentile.

The average public school student taking these standardized tests scored at the 50th percentile in each subject area.

Professor Michael Cogan also looked at the college readiness of home-schooled kids versus others. According to the Huffington Post, the study, which looked at students attending a doctoral college from 2004 to 2009, found that “[s]tudents coming from a home school graduated college at a higher rate than their peers—66.7 percent compared to 57.5 percent—and earned higher grade point averages along the way.”

Another study, this one by Sandra Martin-Chang of Canada’s Concordia University, attempted to use a selection process that would bring in both home-schooled and traditionally schooled students. Thirty-seven home-school families participated, and they were matched with thirty-seven demographically alike public school families.

The study found that most home-school parents took a “structured” approach to their kids’ education and that that kind of approach was very important in determining academic success. According to a summary of the study at ParentingScience.com, the structured home-school group’s performance was significantly better than the public school group’s:

In 5 of 7 test areas (word identification, phonic decoding, science, social science, humanities), structured homeschoolers were at least one grade level ahead of public schoolers.

They were almost half a year ahead in math, and slightly, but not significantly, advanced in reading comprehension.

The bottom line is that the quality of a home-school education is very much like the quality of any other education: it comes down to the knowledge, passion, and enthusiasm of the instructors. To say that parents, who have more invested in their children than anyone else, would have less of those attributes than a teacher is absurd. Critics of home-schooling hate the idea of home-schooling and the freedom from the government school monopoly that it represents. Their attacks on academic success are just a transparent attempt to divert attention from their own failings.
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EVEN IF HOME-SCHOOLED KIDS DO OKAY ACADEMICALLY, THEY SUFFER SOCIALLY BY NOT BEING AT SCHOOL

“Of course, not all homeschoolers are mis-socialized, just as all public schoolers are not well socialized. But nevertheless, homeschoolers—a whole of them—are not well socialized.”

—LANA HOPE, former homeschooling parent

“A lot of them are demented when they’re homeschooled. . . . They learn to be scared of other children.”

—JOY BEHAR, former co-host of The View

“Public schools offer much more than basic education. They teach our children how to behave in society. Homeschooled kids miss out on so much fun and learning. I think kids ought to have a choice to go to regular school with their friends or stay home with mom and dad. . . .”

—“OEA,” anonymous blogger

Controllists love to promote the false stereotype of home-school children being isolated from peers and deprived of opportunities to make friends and interact socially. They’d like all of us to picture a poor kid sitting in their room alone while everyone else is out at recess or playing soccer after school. It really goes right back to the previous argument about home-schooled kids not contributing to the common good. After all, if they have no social skills, then how can they be productive members of society?

Fortunately, this stereotype is just not true. Several studies have attempted to provide scientific proof that home-schooled kids integrate just as well into society as anyone else, and the results have been impressive.

Brian Ray, president of the National Home Education Research Institute, points to a 2000 study by the Discovery Institute as one example. According to PBS, this study involved counselors watching videos of kids playing. Some of the kids were home-schooled and others were enrolled in traditional schools. “The counselors, who did not know which children were from each category, noted that the homeschool students demonstrated fewer behavioral problems than their peers.” Ray told PBS that this likely has to do with the kind of people the home-schooled kids are around every day. “Public school children have, as their main role models, peers, while homeschool students have as their role models, adults,” he said.

While critics lob all sorts of insults at these studies, the truth is that they don’t have any better data to back up their contention. All they have are anecdotes and a white-hot hatred for home-schooling.

As most home-school families already know, there are plenty of options when it comes to social interaction for their kids. For example, “homeschool associations” are popping up all over the nation, offering group activities for the children of home-school parents, including field trips, sports, dances, plays, and other events where students get to know each other and make friends. Some public schools are also opening up sports, music, and other extracurricular programs to home-school students, based on the premise that their parents are still taxpayers who contribute to the operation of local schools. There are also regular after-school activities, sports leagues, YMCAs, Boy/Girl Scouts, and plenty of other groups and organizations available to home-school families.

Meanwhile, there’s another side to this argument, one that controllists don’t often like to talk about: the socialization offered by public schools is frequently not the kind that sane parents desire.

“Anyone who watches school bus socialization or cafeteria interaction or children on a playground begins to question the kinds of social skills which are being learned,” Scott Turansky of the National Center for Biblical Parenting wrote. “Unfortunately, the negative socialization that takes place in the larger school environment is often destructive and parents must spend time retraining their children after long exposure to it. Meanness, teasing, gossip, rudeness, peer pressure, and other destructive social skills contribute to negative socialization.”

Maybe the problem we should all be most worried about isn’t how home-schooled kids are doing academically and socially, but how public school kids are doing.
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BUT WHAT ARE THESE PARENTS TEACHING THEIR KIDS AT HOME? WE NEED MORE STATE MONITORING TO MAKE SURE IT’S NOT ALL CRAZY CHRISTIAN BIBLE STUFF!

“[T]he long-term consequences for the child being home schooled or sent to a private school cannot be overstated. The total absence of regulation over what and how children are taught leaves the child vulnerable to gaining a sub-par or non-existent education from which they may never recover. Moreover, the risk that parents or private schools unfairly impose hierarchical or oppressive beliefs on their children is magnified by the absence of state oversight or the application of any particular educational standards.”

–PROFESSOR MARTHA ALBERTSON FINEMAN, Emory University School of Law

Similar to the argument about a lack of socialization among home-schoolers, this one should also be flipped on its head. Instead of wondering what sort of crazy religious lessons parents are instilling into their kids, maybe we should be wondering what sort of crazy ideological lessons teachers are imparting on their students.

“The long period of self-censorship among educators regarding class and labor issues may no longer hold,” reads an excerpt from the book Organizing the Curriculum. “We cannot claim to be teaching for social justice if we ignore the class warfare being waged all around us. . . . Bringing labor into the arena of K–12 education will undoubtedly meet political resistance, but an increasing number of educators are motivated to take up the challenge.”

The Educational and Labor Collaborative at Adelphi University has similar views on how teachers can help the labor movement:

Educators, in collaboration with unionists, can break the cycle of reproducing the economic structure through schooling, and change the cultural climate that denigrates poor and working families.

This sort of thing goes all the way back to John Dewey, a leftist American college professor who was born in 1859 and became president of the radical League for Industrial Democracy, which eventually evolved into the infamous Students for a Democratic Society, the 1960s radical student group in which President Obama’s friend Bill Ayers was a key leader.

Dewey was a socialist and one of the first to call for educators to use classrooms to promote the coming revolution to their wide-eyed students.

“I believe that education is the fundamental method of social progress and reform,” Dewey wrote in 1897. His organization’s magazine, Revolt, claimed that “we have to frame the issues of socialism and democracy and fight the battles of socialism and democracy in the stockholders’ meetings of industrial corporations, in our medical associations and bar associations and our teachers associations, in labor unions, in student councils, in producers and consumers cooperatives—in every social institution in which we can find a foothold.”

The danger posed by Dewey’s philosophy of using government schools to sell the fundamental principles of socialism was recognized decades ago. President Dwight D. Eisenhower, for example, once said, “Educators, parents and students . . . must be induced to abandon the educational path that, rather blindly, they have been following as a result of John Dewey’s teachings.”

Needless to say, we have ignored that advice—and the consequences can be found everywhere. Most people are familiar with the radical left-wing bent of tenured college professors, but this kind of union-supported ideology disguised as teaching has made it to the K–12 arena as well.

A few years ago Nick Benson, a Californian who had two grandchildren enrolled at Barstow High School, realized that his grandson’s world history teacher, Jim Duarte, had been feeding his students a steady dose of leftist propaganda disguised as classroom assignments. In one instance, students were told to read an article about Utah legislators proposing an increase in the food sales tax while decreasing the general sales tax. Students were then expected to submit the following answers (“correct” answers are underlined) on their worksheets:

Lawmakers in Utah are “digging a deeper hole” for the poor by raising the food tax, and this allows the rich to pay less in sales tax on everything else.

On the same worksheet, students were shown an editorial cartoon of two people labeled “unions” walking a gangplank. Students then were required to provide the following answers (underlined):

Because so many states are now in a recession, caused by corporations (bankers and Wall Street), states controlled by Republicans are going after public sector unions and collective bargaining rights.

Another worksheet required students to fill in the following answers (underlined):

Republicans have tried to keep young people and minorities from voting, and are trying to weaken the union. . . . Millionaires, who could pay more in taxes and not suffer but are paying less, are hurting states and public schools.

This type of nonsense is prompting more and more families to remove their children from government schools when the opportunity presents itself. That’s provided a huge opportunity for charter and voucher schools and is one big reason why school choice is flourishing around the country.

But elitist educators save their most severe contempt for their ultimate enemies: parents who choose to sidestep collective education altogether and home-school their children. When kids don’t attend an organized school, there’s no possibility for them to be exposed to the “social justice” lessons of the education establishment.

As Michael Farris, chairman of the Home School Legal Defense Association, recently wrote in an eye-opening report, “Christian homeschooling parents are effectively transmitting values to their children that the elitists believe are dangerous to the well-being of these very children and society as a whole.”

That explains the real reason for the argument that began this section. Controllists hate the idea that an entire army of kids are being taught, in many cases, pro–free market, pro-America, pro-Bible principles. The controllists’ reaction is usually to attempt to convince people that the state must get more involved in regulating and monitoring these home-school families before it’s too late.

In his report, Farris quotes Catherine J. Ross, a professor at George Washington University, making pretty much this exact case:

Respect for difference should not be confused with approval for approaches that would splinter us into countless warring groups. Hence an argument that tolerance for diverse views and values is a foundational principle does not conflict with the notion that the state can and should limit the ability of intolerant homeschoolers to inculcate hostility to difference in their children—at least during the portion of the day they claim to devote to satisfying the compulsory schooling requirement.

In other words, Ross might allow parents to teach their children Christian principles at night, after school, but never as part of a daily home-schooling program. And she believes government should have the right to enforce that ban.

While a recent poll revealed that the opportunity to offer religious instruction was the most popular reason for parents to home-school children, there are other major factors involved in the decision, including “concern about the school environment” (mentioned by 21 percent of respondents) and “dissatisfaction with the academic instruction available” at other schools (mentioned by 17 percent).

Yet the state remains mistrustful and sometimes even hostile to home-school families. The Philadelphia school district, one of the biggest failures in the history of American public education, has a policy requiring home-school parents to submit annual portfolios containing their children’s standardized test scores, evaluations, and work samples. Ironically enough, these requirements are coming from a school district where 16 percent of eighth graders are proficient in reading, 18 percent are proficient in math, and only 61 percent of students graduate on schedule. If anything, home-school parents could learn a lot about how not to teach their children from Philadelphia educators.
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MANY PARENTS AREN’T EQUIPPED TO MAKE THE RIGHT CHOICES FOR THEIR CHILDREN

“Do we really need to give more autonomy to a mom who can’t enforce a bedtime or the dad who disparages school as a waste of time? Should we trust the judgment of a parent who constantly tells their kid how stupid he or she is? Certainly, such families need attention and support, but more autonomy? Really?”

—JULIE MACK, Michigan education columnist

“If I’m a parent in poverty I have no clue because I’m trying to struggle and live day to day. The idea of parents making decisions simply based on choice is the abandonment of public schools.”

—MICHAEL WALKER-JONES, executive director of the Louisiana Association of Educators

The concept of choice is fundamental to almost everything we do in life.

We decide where we want to live, how many kids we want to have, what kind of car we want to drive, what type of career to have, and whether to eat at Burger King or McDonald’s for dinner.

The U.S. Constitution trusts us to make all of those choices as free individuals participating in a free-market economy. And that type of freedom builds consumer power. Those competing for our hearts, minds, and wallets are forced to shape their products and services to our tastes and demands. Those that refuse quickly find out just how powerful the free market really is.

But when it comes to K–12 education, consumer choice has been severely limited by the government school monopoly. That means competition between different types of schools has been limited, and the resulting pressure for schools to improve has been noticeably absent.

The American government school establishment, which includes administrators, teachers, school support staff, and union leaders, is responsible for putting us in this situation. Their livelihoods are tied to their traditional public school monopoly, and they do whatever it takes to maintain the status quo—students and parents be damned.

The establishment wants government to continue to force the children of average-income families to attend local public schools. They don’t want to compete for students—and the government dollars tied to each one—with public charter schools or private schools. They defend this stance with all kinds of ridiculous arguments, but the one that seems to be made (or at least insinuated) with increasing frequency is the idea that parents are just too dumb to make proper decisions about schools. As a result, the reasoning goes, the logical choice for everyone is the local public school, which also happens to conveniently be staffed by public employees who belong to labor unions.

“In some cases, parents are very good in making decisions about their child,” Democratic state representative Neil Brannon said during a debate in the Oklahoma legislature over a school choice expansion bill. “But in some cases, I’ve seen students with disabilities where the parents have disabilities, also. Now are they really the ones who ought to be making the decisions about where that child goes [to school]? I have great concerns about that, and I think we have to be careful. . . . They may think they know best, but do they?”

At least Brannon maintained the possibility that some parents might be smart enough to pick a school for their children. Debbie Squires, an official with the Michigan Elementary and Middle School Principals Association, doesn’t seem to give parents even that much credit.

“Educators go through education for a reason,” Squires told a Michigan House committee in 2012. “They are the people who know best about how to serve children. That’s not necessarily true of an individual resident. I’m not saying they don’t want what is best for their children, but they may not know what actually is best from an education standpoint.”

Her comments prompted Representative Tom McMillin, a school choice advocate, to quip, “Wow, parents don’t know what’s best for their child.”

Squires responded, “I said they may want what’s best for their child, but they may not know. And they may not have the capabilities. . . .”

Ann Laing, retired superintendent of Wisconsin’s Racine Unified School District, argued that black parents, in particular, lack the sense to choose the right school for their kids.

“I think Milwaukee is a good example of what will happen on a smaller scale here,” said Laing, whose district became part of the state’s voucher program. “It’s pretty much been white families who have taken advantage of private schools, with a few African-American families. The African-American families are the ones who are most prone to enroll their kids in the fly-by-night schools that cropped up after vouchers existed.

“They don’t know how to make good choices for their children. They really don’t. They didn’t have parents who made good choices for them or helped them learn how to make good choices, so they don’t know how to do that.”

It’s hard to decide what’s more frightening, an arrogant government school official who truly believes parents lack the sense to choose an appropriate school for their children, or one who knowingly misrepresents the wisdom of parents in an effort to preserve the status quo.

The school choice debate really has nothing to do with the quality of education offered by any particular type of school. It has everything to do with the billions of dollars that government spends on K–12 education every year. Traditional public schools have grown accustomed to getting most of that money, with no competition or strings attached. Now some states are asking them to compete with charter and voucher schools, and they don’t appreciate the intrusion, or the risk these schools pose to their existing revenue stream.

With parents and students in some areas choosing alternative schools by the thousands, traditional public schools are under attack. When the kids go, the tax dollars attached to them usually go as well. For union leaders and bureaucrats used to ever-increasing salaries and lavish benefits based on the dues paid by teachers, that’s a pretty scary proposition. And for everyone else—the teachers, administrators, aides, cooks, bus drivers, and custodians—who work in public schools, it’s scary as well. Corresponding jobs may open up in charter or private schools, but they are typically not union positions and the compensation may not be as generous. Teachers with the best reputations for success may not have to worry, but those who’ve been coasting and taking advantage of the contractual seniority provisions quickly realize that the gravy train is about to make its last stop.

The establishment fights parental choice programs every chance they get because parental choice means the end of the status quo. And since they really, really like the status quo, they’ve turned to lawsuits as their preferred method of attack against anything that might offer parents a choice in schools:

• The Alabama Education Association, that state’s largest teachers’ union, is suing to halt the Alabama Accountability Act, which created a tax credit program of $3,500 per year for parents whose children transfer from a failing public school to a private school.

• The U.S. Department of Justice (which, like all Obama administration departments, is an ally of Big Labor) filed a lawsuit to end the Louisiana Scholarship Program, which gives private school vouchers to students who transfer from failing schools. The Justice Department claimed the vouchers threatened desegregation efforts in some public schools, even though those schools are failing and many black students want out. Under intense public pressure the lawsuit was eventually withdrawn.

• The Hartford Federation of Teachers recently tried to convince the school board to stop Achievement First, a high-performing charter school with a long waiting list of students, from opening a second elementary school in the city. The school board wisely voted to ignore the union and allow the expansion.

• In New York, the United Federation of Teachers and new mayor Bill de Blasio have pledged to stop forcing public schools to share their half-empty buildings with charter schools (which are public schools themselves). New York City Public Advocate Letitia James and City Councilwoman Melissa Mark-Viverito have filed a lawsuit that, if successful, could threaten the existence of several very successful charter schools, or at least their ability to expand, because they lack building space of their own.

As the school choice era continues to grow and flourish, these sorts of frivolous attempts at maintaining the public education monopoly will hopefully dry up. Until then, expect to hear more and more controllists insinuate that parents are just too dumb and irresponsible to have more than one option to consider.
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SCHOOL CHOICE TAKES MONEY AWAY FROM GOVERNMENT SCHOOLS

“Vouchers take money away from public schools and give it to private schools.”

—PAUL BRAHCE, Madison, Wisconsin, public school principal

“NEA opposes school vouchers because they divert essential resources from public schools to private and religious schools. . . .”

—NATIONAL EDUCATION ASSOCIATION

“So what ‘choice’ really means is a diversion of public funds to religious schools (more than 90 percent of current voucher students attend religious schools) or diversion of taxpayer dollars to charter schools. In Louisiana, a voucher program has inspired many fundamentalist religious schools, often operating in inadequate storefront spaces, offering virtually no credible curriculum and staffed by unqualified teachers. Lots of Bible studies, but little math, little science, fictional history, no art, no music, no gym, and no hope for the poor children suckered into attendance.”

—STEVE NELSON, head of the Calhoun School, New York City

The education establishment constantly complains about charter schools and private school voucher programs siphoning money from government schools. That complaint is usually based on the wrongheaded assumption that traditional government schools have an inherent right to be perpetually funded in their current form—regardless of their performance. The argument is usually made by those who enjoy the status quo and want to scare parents into believing that school choice is some boogeyman that will leave their local public school in shambles.

If we agree that public education exists primarily to serve students, then we logically must also agree that traditional schools should exist only insofar as they consistently meet that goal. And if we agree that parents should have the right to choose the appropriate schools for their own children, then we logically must agree that open competition will generate the fairest and most equitable distribution of education dollars.

If any school—public, charter, or private—does not entice enough voluntary enrollment to meet its own expenses, then it’s not getting the job done and probably does not deserve continued taxpayer funding. If the public has no interest in keeping a public school open, how can anyone justify keeping it open? Just because the principal and teachers don’t want to lose their jobs? Just because the teachers’ union doesn’t want to lose members and dues revenue? Isn’t this supposed to be about the students?

The bottom line is that competition between schools is the best formula for success because it incentivizes superior performance. Human institutions are most effective, and provide the best service, when they are forced to compete for resources. They quickly lose that edge, and their value to customers, when they have a virtual monopoly. Why do a great job of serving your customers, year after year, when your customers have no other options? Too much security breeds complacency, which leads to mediocrity. Think about how happy you are with your local cable TV provider. Are they too expensive? Too slow to correct problems? Do they set four-hour appointment windows for you and then often don’t show up? Do they package together a slew of stuff you don’t even want but that’s required in order to get the stuff you do want? That’s the government school model in a nutshell.

Somewhere along the line someone got the idea that education funded by government must be education provided by government. But is that really the way it has to be? If the private school down the road provides great instruction, and many parents would prefer to send their children there, why shouldn’t the government invest its education dollars in that school? If the needs of the student are the first priority, then our money should flow to the best schools, period. Parents will identify which schools those are at enrollment time.

Of course, there are those elitist educators (probably more than we realize) who insist that parents are too ignorant to choose the best school for their kids. They argue that children are better off in their predefined local districts, where the “educated” bureaucrats can make the decisions. But do they really believe that this kind of policy serves the best interest of students, or do they simply understand that trapping kids every year in their silo will guarantee a constant flow of government dollars, which will, in turn, keep the bureaucrats employed?

We’ve watched the lack of competitive pressure affect the overall quality of education in America for too long now. Government schools have had a near monopoly on the education market for decades, and our students have drifted from the top of international academic achievement charts down toward the middle. Schools and teachers could have worked harder for better results once things started going south, but why would they? The students were trapped, the government dollars were guaranteed, and school employees were content and secure.

It may sound awful to say, but no one really seemed to care much if student test scores dropped a bit from year to year. Maybe a good analogy is our national debt. We all sort of know intuitively that it’s out of control and that some generation down the road is going to pay for our spending spree, but right now, most people don’t really seem to care all that much. As long as the economy does all right, their favorite government programs don’t get cut, and their taxes don’t get raised, they stay quiet. That seems to be the way a lot of people think about education as well.

But now the establishment is being challenged by charter schools, voucher programs, home-schooling, and technology, all of which have been attracting students at an impressive rate—and government dollars along with them. Officials at traditional government schools are furious. They hope that if they scream loud enough and long enough, politicians will restore their monopoly and way of life.

When Montana legislators proposed tuition tax credits in 2013, teachers’ union president Eric Feaver told the Missoulian that public schools are “the greatest institution this nation has ever created.” He added: “We’re all a part of the whole. The charter school movement breaks us up into cosmic parts, like we don’t belong to each other. . . . The whole purpose of [public education] is not just to teach math, or reading . . . but to educate us on how to live together, across the board.”

After Louisiana governor Bobby Jindal proposed a voucher program, state teachers’ union head Joyce Haynes criticized the idea. “There isn’t anything fair,” she said, “about using something like that only against the public schools and then taking our children from us, and sending us where we don’t know what they’re getting.”

For the record, when she says “us” she’s of course referring to the union, not to parents.

Alternative schools were born out of frustration with the government school monopoly and the mediocre instruction it provided. The public school crowd created the new competitive atmosphere through its own arrogance and apathy.

The D.C. Opportunity Scholarship Program is a perfect illustration of the ongoing fight between the education establishment and its challengers. According to a 2006 report from the Cato Institute:

The District of Columbia public school system has been plagued with problems that make it a national debacle. Its academic performance is abysmal, its financial accountability has been nonexistent, it has undergone several iterations of administrative restructuring, and many of its schools are falling apart. Consequently, it is no surprise that parents who can do so often choose alternatives to the public school system, such as charter or private schools. That has resulted in a steady decline in enrollment during the last decade.

A large proportion of D.C. parents, however, does not have the economic means to send their children to private schools. The D.C. voucher program was designed to give some of those parents the choice of private schooling. The offer of $7,500 for private school tuition has generated a waiting list of interested parents, and expansion of the program is currently being considered.

Obviously, if D.C. public schools were meeting students’ needs, then the voucher program would have died on the vine. That clearly has not been the case. The program had 11,215 applicants between its inception in 2004 and 2012 and awarded 4,900 scholarships. Nearly 90 percent of students have been black and from single-parent, lower-income families. As former U.S. senator Joe Lieberman said in 2011, “This program provides a lifeline to many needy children.”

What about the program’s effectiveness? Well, it depends whether you ask average citizens or ideologically driven politicians. A 2010 evaluation conducted by the U.S. Department of Education determined that there was “no conclusive evidence” that voucher students outperformed their public school peers academically. But the same study also found that voucher students were graduating from high school at an 82 percent rate—12 percentage points higher than public school students. A 2012–2013 study found that 90 percent of voucher graduates went on to a college or university, and that more than 90 percent of parents were satisfied with the program.

D.C. residents are also satisfied. A 2011 poll found that 74 percent of them favored expansion of the voucher program. Seventy-five percent said its academic performance was strong enough to warrant expansion, and 77 percent said “all options should be on the table” for the district’s most disadvantaged children.

To summarize, students in the voucher program did at least as well in the classroom as government school students, graduated and went to college at a much higher rate, their parents loved the program, and the community supported it. Shouldn’t that have been enough to warrant continued federal funding?

Not according to President Obama, congressional Democrats, and the national teachers’ unions. A 2011 position paper from House Minority Leader Nancy Pelosi offered several reasons why she and her allies believed the program should be canceled and its funding diverted to the D.C. government school system. “The expired D.C. voucher program was a failure,” Pelosi wrote. “The final congressionally mandated independent study of the program found ‘no conclusive evidence that [the program] affected student achievement.’ ”

So the results of one bureaucratic study automatically made the program a failure? Does the significantly higher graduation rate count for anything? Does overwhelming parental satisfaction and community support count for anything? Shouldn’t the citizens of a community—rather than elitist politicians and bureaucrats—determine the type of educational programs that deserve to be funded by their taxes?

Not according to Pelosi:

As the Obama administration pointed out in its statement of opposition to the bill [to restore funding for the voucher program], “the federal government should focus its attention and available resources on improving the quality of public schools for all students.” . . . D.C. is already a city of school choice. In the District of Columbia, 38 percent of students enrolled in public schools are enrolled in public charter schools and 27 percent are enrolled in non-neighborhood public schools through a choice program for parents.

The fact that such a high percentage of students had already fled to charter schools should have told Pelosi everything she needed to know: families wanted out of D.C. government schools. And the waiting lists for the voucher program should have told her that families desired more than just public options.

Fortunately, Speaker of the House John Boehner and his allies prevailed, and the D.C. voucher program was saved (at least for now).

Whether Pelosi and her friends like it or not, and despite all of the legal challenges and obstructions, the era of school choice is here to stay. Charter schools are legal and thriving in nearly every state. At least twenty-two states have jumped on the voucher bandwagon in recent years, offering either direct tuition vouchers or tax credits to help cover private school tuition.

The Milwaukee Parental Choice Program, the nation’s oldest voucher program, has grown from about 11,000 students a decade ago to about 25,000 students this year. Indiana’s statewide voucher program, now in its third year, has grown from 3,919 participants to more than 20,000. Eighty percent of K–12 students in New Orleans attend charter schools and about 43 percent of Washington, D.C., students attend them.

According to the Institute of Education Sciences, about 2 million children now attend charter schools nationwide. Between 1999 and 2011, charter school enrollment exploded by 600 percent. In the 2010–2011 school year, there were 5,300 charter schools in America and that number continues to grow.

It’s hard to imagine that any of these families are mourning the loss of the controllists’ grip on their children’s future or worrying about the impact to their failing local public schools. They want educational options, and they want government dollars to help support and provide access to the schools they choose for their kids.

When people get a taste of freedom, there’s no turning back.

Offering this choice does not mean that public schools have to suffer (unless they are terrible, in which case they probably deserve to be scrutinized). In fact, competition from charter schools usually forces traditional government schools to step up their game in order to attract and retain students—and the state aid that’s attached to each one.
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EDUCATION SHOULDN’T BE FOR-PROFIT

“Our schools should use our hard-earned tax dollars to pay for children’s education, not for boosting shareholders’ profits.”

—MARK SCHAUER, former U.S. congressman and current Democratic candidate for governor of Michigan

“Republicans want to cut funding for public education because, you see, they have a different plan. It’s called for-profit education. Charter schools are a huge profit center and they are very attractive to vulture capitalists like Mitt Romney.”

—ED SCHULTZ, The Ed Show

“Let’s get past the idea that ‘running a school like a business’ would somehow solve all our problems. . . .”

—GLEN LINEBERRY, Arizona high school teacher

Staffing and managing a school is a complicated, time-consuming, labor-intensive endeavor. Not surprisingly, it’s also very expensive.

Common sense would dictate that the group we pay to do that staffing and management should be very skilled at what they do. I don’t think most reasonable people care which group gets the job as long as they stay on budget, follow the curriculum, and, most important, produce the desired academic results.

But, of course, some people just aren’t reasonable.

One of them is former state representative Patrick Rose of Texas, who said, “We ought not be in the business of supporting for-profit education. Any program that takes money out of our public schools would be against our better judgment.”

I don’t think Representative Rose truly understands how the education business works—and make no mistake, it is a business. Government schools pay lots of different people and companies to provide all sorts of essential services. There are the private publishers who provide the textbooks. There are private food companies that provide student breakfasts and lunches. There are private transportation companies that provide busing. There are private groundskeeping companies that trim the hedges and mow the lawns.

So what’s the problem if a school (usually a charter school) hires a for-profit company to manage its operations? Well, to progressives, it all stems from their prejudice against the term “for-profit.” The very idea of profit seems selfish and unseemly to most of them (unless they are the ones making it) and they consider the business world to be corrupt and unjust. They believe that public education should exist on a higher moral plane, one where the first concern of all educators should be teaching children, not making a filthy capitalistic “profit.”

“I think people have been astounded that anyone can make money off of public education,” said Nancy Loome, executive director of the Parents’ Campaign, a pro-government-school lobbying group in Mississippi. “Our schools struggle to make it on the resources they are provided. If [for-profit management is] trying to make a profit and pay shareholders, they aren’t going to be investing very much in educating children.”

Other representatives of the progressive-left agree. “Like the privatized prison business model,” the Daily Kos blogger “War on Error” wrote, “K–12 school privatization is just another humanity-callous opportunity for the 1% Owners to profit from the 99% Serfs.”

Diane Ravitch, a professor of education at New York University, agrees. “Corporations aren’t going to put more money into the school, they’re only going to make money,” she said. “This should make people in America angry. There ought to be a public uprising against this effort to destroy public education.”

This would all be pretty funny if it weren’t so sad. Here we have the very people who are profiting most off the failing status quo arguing that other people might profit if we try to improve the system.

As is typical with this kind of debate, these people are trying to make a simple issue complicated in the hopes that most others will throw up their hands in defeat. For starters, there is no such thing as a “for-profit” charter school. Charter schools are public schools, which are, by definition, nonprofit. They are governed by appointed school boards that sometimes choose to hire for-profit companies to staff and manage their facilities because they believe these companies can do a good job of managing existing resources while helping kids succeed.

If those goals are met, who really cares if the management company makes a profit in the process? Especially if that profit implies the success of their business model (i.e., a better education for your children).

Here’s an analogy. Let’s say you are the parent of a child who needs in-home physical therapy that will be paid for by the state. Your choices are between a state therapist who has had mediocre success and a private therapist with glowing reviews. The cost to the state is the same; the only difference is that the company that employees the private therapist would make a profit. As a parent, which one would you choose?

The answer is obvious, right? You would want the best possible person working with your child. It doesn’t really matter if they make money, so long as you are getting the best quality for the same price. Yet some critics make this kind of logical thinking sound almost criminal.

“Legislation is often designed to mask the for-profit agenda,” a Mississippi pro-public-education Parents’ Campaign document said. “For instance, charter school legislation may stipulate that charter schools must be non-profit entities but leave loopholes allowing charters to ‘contract with’ for-profit companies to manage and operate the schools. Such loopholes give corporations access to and control over taxpayer dollars meant for public, not-for-profit education.”

Loopholes? That’s not a loophole, that’s Management 101. This idea that private corporations cannot do anything with public money is absurd. We’ve already talked about the private vendors that service public schools and are paid with public money, but this kind of thing happens in other areas as well. Obamacare, for example, has large public subsidies that go to private insurance companies. Private sanitation companies are paid with tax money to clean our streets.

Despite their rhetoric, the unions understand this. The Michigan Education Association’s 2013 annual financial report lists eight different contractors that were paid for janitorial services. Why? Because the union presumably determined that it was cheaper for them to contract for the service rather than hiring full-time cleaners.

The nonpartisan Ohio Alliance for Public Charter Schools summarized why this whole attack on “for-profit” companies is pretty absurd:

[This argument] diverts attention from what all of us should be most concerned about—and that’s whether schools are successfully serving students’ educational needs.

The bottom line is clear. Charter schools’ use of private, for-profit management companies is no different than traditional schools’ use of private, for-profit companies to provide transportation or food services, education materials, or professional development activities. It is completely reasonable, routine, and legal. What matters much more than the tax status of a school’s management company or any other professional services vendor is whether charter schools are meeting the needs of students and their families. On that point there can be little dispute.

Are all for-profit management companies successful in running charter schools? Of course not. Some studies show that they sometimes do worse than the average school run by nonprofit interests, while others suggest they do better. But that’s exactly the point: it’s about local choice; individual decisions based on individual circumstances. If for-profit companies in one area do a terrible job, then obviously they will be kicked out of schools and will go out of business fast.

One of the benefits of hiring a for-profit company is that they sign contracts to run schools for a defined amount of time. If they are not effective, they can be fired at the end of their contracts and the charter school boards can find other options. This happens routinely. According to a 2010 editorial in the New York Daily News, “of the 11 charter schools [in New York State] that have been closed for poor academic or fiscal performance, seven have been managed by a for-profit company. At least five other charter schools discontinued their management contract with a for-profit company.”

On the other hand, the Daily News reported that “10 charter schools managed by a for-profit administered the state’s English and mathematics exams in one or more grades. . . . Of the 20 test measures comparing a school’s aggregate results with their respective districts, a charter school managed by a for-profit company outperformed its district’s average scores in 19.”

If charter schools run by for-profit companies can be closed, or can ditch their management companies for poor performance, what are the controllists upset about? Maybe it all goes back to the “slow down, you’re making the rest of us look bad” mentality of unions. After all, these for-profit companies generally come in and trim costs—proving to school boards just how much fat has been built into the budget.

Many progressives attack for-profit education by trying to scare people into believing that class sizes will explode and students will suffer. For example, consider how Chris Lehmann, a Philadelphia school principal, explained his opposition to these companies:

According to a speech made by Michael Moe of GSV Ventures at the Education Innovation Summit, 90 percent of expenditures in public education is in personnel, and Moe stated that if one wishes to make money in the education sector, one must find a way to reduce personnel costs. And most of those personnel are teachers. If schools are to reduce that expense, they can only do so in one of two ways—more students per teacher so that you need fewer teachers or pay teachers less. Why would anyone think either of those things a good idea?

First, that’s not always true. For-profit companies are often able to find significant savings in areas other than the teachers themselves. It’s funny how a profit motive makes people look at everything—from the cost of chalk to how to save on water and electricity—in a whole new light. But let’s assume for a minute that personnel costs must also be adjusted. If having fewer teachers helps students learn, then that’s a good thing. Any strategy that results in students making positive academic progress is worthy of support. Remember, this is not about the teachers; it’s about the students. Would you rather your child is in a class of twenty students led by a mediocre teacher, or twenty-five students led by a world-class educator? Class size is not everything.

Besides, what the controllists conveniently forget is that government schools already pay out a great deal of money to have someone manage them. If it’s not a private company, it will be a traditional management team composed of superintendents, principals, and related staff. These people aren’t making any less of a profit than the “for-profit” management companies; the money just flows in a different way.

Consider the deeply troubled Rochester, New York, school system. In 2012 they had 292 employees making more than $100,000 per year in straight salary, yet only 43 percent of students were graduating. Only 18 percent of eighth graders were proficient in English and only 19 percent were proficient in math. Would a “for-profit” company cost any less or do any worse than this bloated group of failed administrators? Doesn’t there come a time when the risk of doing nothing is greater than the risk of trying out a proven, experienced for-profit management team?

Then there’s the equally inept Providence, Rhode Island, district, where the thirty highest-paid administrators made an average of $150,000 in 2012, despite having “the seven worst high schools in the state” academically, according to news site GoLocalProv, all with math proficiency rates below 5 percent. Would the Providence school board be negligent to consider a “for-profit” management company, or would they be negligent if they did not consider one?

Then there are all the union fat cats who make a very, very nice living from money siphoned from public school budgets. A 2013 report by Jason Hart of the nonpartisan group Media Trackers shed some light on union pay scales that’s pretty eye-opening: sixty-seven top staffers for the National Education Association, the nation’s largest teachers’ union, make more than $200,000 per year.

If a for-profit company is willing to run schools without this kind of bloated, top-heavy bureaucracy that has no day-to-day student contact, they certainly deserve an opportunity.
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CHARTER SCHOOLS DON’T PERFORM ANY BETTER THAN TRADITIONAL GOVERNMENT SCHOOLS

“Like previous studies, the one . . . concluded that kids in most charter schools are doing worse or no better than students in traditional public schools.”

—CLAUDIO SANCHEZ, former teacher and current education correspondent for NPR

“But if you want to fight the union, at least use the facts. And the central fact is this: the nonunion charters are not outperforming the unionized schools. No, it’s just the other way around.”

—BEN JORAVSKY, writer for the Chicago Reader

“A study [of] charter schools by Stanford University showed charter schools are twice as likely to underperform rather than overperform. But who cares when you can make a buck? We want to—we don’t want to pay attention to Stanford.”

—ED SCHULTZ, The Ed Show

The debate between traditional school and charter school supporters has reached the point of absurdity. A perfect illustration of this is a study that was conducted by Stanford University’s Center for Research on Education Outcomes (CREDO) in 2009, which showed that charter schools underperformed government schools by about .01 standard deviations on state reading tests and .03 standard deviations on math tests.

Government school supporters crowed over the results, offering them as proof that charters are failures. (Try to hide your disgust over the idea that anyone would actually be happy about poor educational outcomes solely for political gain.)

CREDO updated their study in 2013 and the results changed a bit, now showing charter schools outperforming traditional schools by .01 standard deviations in reading and scoring about the same in math. This time around, charter school supporters were jubilant, claiming that the report justified their existence.

What really happened—and why the results improved over those four years—was that the worst-performing charter schools closed. And that’s exactly what is supposed to happen. Not every charter school in every area is going to work. Some, just like some public schools, will be dismal failures. Others will be resounding successes. The difference is that, on the charter side, the bad ones can shut down and the good ones can keep getting better. That doesn’t happen on the public side.

The hypocrisy over this is pretty incredible. Union officials in New York City have no problem when a failing charter school is closed, but they screamed bloody murder and filed lawsuits when then-mayor Michael Bloomberg proposed closing dozens of failing government schools.

As the worst charter schools continue to close or reorganize, the overall scores relative to government schools should continue to rise. This process does, unfortunately, take a good deal of time. Charter school officials at poorly performing schools sometimes end up acting a lot like teachers’ union leaders. When their school is targeted for closure, they call in political favors or lawyer up and force districts to spend tons of time and money in an effort to shut them down. So, while these performance studies are great as checkpoints, it’s still very early in the charter school life cycle and it’s the trend that matters most.

There’s a larger point here as well. While academic results are paramount, the existence of charter schools is also based around the important concept of parental choice. Different kids thrive at different types of schools for many different reasons. Sometimes it’s just a matter of parents finding the right fit or even the right teacher or principal who really cares. Having more than one publicly funded school option is healthy for families that lack the means to pay expensive private school tuition in search of the ideal situation.

Think about it this way: CNN, MSNBC, Fox News, and The-Blaze TV all have very similar business descriptions. Each is a cable network that exists to deliver the latest in news and information to its viewers. Of course, we all know that these networks, despite their similar business models, are all very different in the way they deliver information. If a cable company were to one day tell its subscribers that they could only have MSNBC, many would rightfully balk. After all, some people are MSNBC-type people, and some are TheBlaze TV–type people. Same business; vastly different values.

I’m sure by now you see where this is going. While charter schools are technically “just schools,” they are lifelines to some families. Why—assuming that academic results are similar—would we not want parents to be able to decide not just what their kids are taught, but how they’re taught and who does the teaching?

Besides, competition for students between various types of schools keeps everyone performing better. That’s a positive outcome for families, who should be the ultimate beneficiaries of all government education policy.

Parents can read the various reports about traditional versus charter performance in their own districts if they want. They can visit government schools and charter schools and determine which environment they prefer. They can meet staff at both types of schools and decide whom they like and trust the most.

In the end it’s their choice, as well it should be.

The controllists would much prefer to force all students who can’t afford private schooling to return to their neighborhood school districts. That would work out just great for the traditional schools. They’d continue to get their automatic clientele of students every fall without having to work for it, and it would mean plenty of state dollars for the teachers and their unions. But that’s about it; everyone else would suffer.

The other thing to remember about these performance reports—and this goes for both traditional schools and charter schools—is that the headlines usually talk about national averages. That can be useful in some circumstances, but when we talk about parental choice we talk about it on a local level. And that’s where some charter schools have absolutely excelled. In New Orleans, where 85 percent of students now attend charter schools, ACT scores have been improving at a faster rate than state and national averages.

In Massachusetts, the CREDO report found that charter school students receive 1.5 months of additional learning in reading and 2.5 months of extra learning in math during the course of an academic year, compared with their counterparts in government-run schools. The report specifically mentions K–12 students in Boston as doing particularly well. “Charter students in Boston gain an additional 12 months in reading and 13 months in math per school year compared to their TPS [traditional public school] counterparts.”

In Washington, D.C., a district known for its terrible public schools, charters have been thriving as they serve the needs of the community. Charter schools have been graduating students at a rate of about 77 percent over the last few years, compared with a traditional public school graduation rate of approximately 61 percent.

Of course, even those rates are based on a large scale. If you start looking at specific charter schools that are available to parents as alternatives to the failing traditional schools in their area, you start to see why fostering the charter program is so important:

• The Friendship Public Charter School Collegiate Academy graduated 91 percent of its students in four years. One hundred percent of those graduates were accepted into college.

• Since opening more than thirteen years ago, 100 percent of all graduates of the Thurgood Marshall Academy have been accepted into college.

• KIPP DC Academy, a middle school that is the highest-ranked charter school in the city, sees 93 percent of its alumni graduate from high school. That’s despite the fact that, according to the school, most of its students enter the academy “two or three grade levels behind their peers.”

Charter schools also seem to be having a positive effect on minority populations, though you’d never hear that from the unions or controllists. According to the Huffington Post, the 2013 CREDO study “found more pronounced gains for some minorities. Hispanic English-language learners in charter schools were 50 days of reading instruction ahead of the average of their public school peers, and 43 days ahead in math. Charter school black students in poverty were 29 instructional days ahead of public peers in reading, and 36 days ahead in math.”

There have also been failures. About 8 percent of charters in the United States have been closed due to poor performance, and “as many as one in five charter schools should be closed because of poor academic performance,” according to a November 2012 report from the National Association of Charter School Authorizers.

Last year CREDO director Margaret Raymond said her organization’s most recent study found “that the charter school sector is getting better on average and that charter schools are benefiting lower-income, disadvantaged, and special education students.” Raymond also said that charter schools have achieved higher academic quality of late due to the ongoing debate about their effectiveness; higher expectations; and parental involvement.

Government school officials like to remind everyone that it’s wrong to judge all of their schools by the relatively few really awful ones, or the longer list of mediocre ones. They are absolutely right. Every school district, and every school within each district, deserves to be judged on its own performance and how it responds to the needs of that community.

Why can’t that same principle be applied to charter schools? The establishment argues that all charter schools must be great or else they have failed in their mission. That’s idiotic. Why do government schools deserve permanent leases on life while charter schools are forced to demonstrate their value every year?

The fact is that all of these schools are “public,” whether they are government or charter. The public should decide which of them survives, by voting with their enrollment. Once again, it comes down to freedom and choice.

But government school controllists continue to work overtime to limit choice as much as possible, regardless of their competitors’ performance.

Despite such schools’ overwhelming success in Massachusetts, many Democratic lawmakers there are fighting efforts to lift the cap on the number of charter schools. In New York City, the newly elected, Big Labor–backed mayor wants to stop forcing government schools to share unused classroom space with charter schools.

Then there’s Washington State, which recently became one of the last states to legalize charter schools after a ballot referendum was narrowly passed in 2012. The Washington Education Association, the state’s largest teachers’ union, had poured millions of dollars into the effort to defeat the proposal, just like it had on three previous occasions when similar measures failed. After the election the union didn’t give up, filing a lawsuit that tried to get the courts to overturn the election results and block charter schools on constitutional grounds.

Pretty much everyone, including some progressive, pro-union newspapers, recognized the greed that drove this desperate tactic. “The Washington Education Association does not like charter schools because it cannot control them,” the Seattle Times opined. “The union believes the $11 million spent by [charter school] advocates manipulated voters into supporting the nontraditional public schools in the election last fall. Those are flimsy reasons on which to base a constitutional challenge.”

The Washington Policy Center agreed: “The lawsuit scheme provides additional evidence the union is a reactionary force determined to block change. Union executives want to protect their monopoly, power, and influence within the system, regardless of the cost to disadvantaged children trapped in failing public schools in Washington State.”

“Monopoly,” “power,” “influence,” and don’t forget, control.




PART TWO

THE WAY FORWARD



Finland has gotten a lot of attention in education circles in recent years—and for very good reason: they are ranked at or near the top of most important worldwide education rankings. Even more impressive is that just a few decades ago, Finland didn’t even register on the worldwide stage.

The secrets to Finland’s successful reforms aren’t really secrets at all. They’ve been written about extensively, and Finnish educators often make trips to the U.S. (and vice versa) to share strategies.

Some in the U.S., especially on the right, are sick of talking about Finland. They say that America has Finnish “envy” and that a small and relatively homogenous country like Finland simply cannot be compared with a large and diverse country like the United States.

In many ways they’re right. It would be foolish for us to think we could simply steal another country’s system and that it would work right out of the box. But those who think we can’t learn from Finland are likely more interested in politics and ideology than true improvement. I say that because it’s clear that many things Finland does go directly against traditional conservative principles in education, including many of the things I advocate for in this book. Finns don’t care much for school choice, teacher evaluations, or merit pay. That’s enough to turn many conservatives away. But look deeper, past the surface ideological differences between the ways our countries view competition, and you’ll find the real reasons Finns have been so successful.

First and foremost, teaching as a career choice is highly valued in Finland. Top students select teaching as a career and the degree programs are extremely selective, admitting only the very best of those who apply. This is something we can definitely learn from.

There are no standardized tests needed to prove that a school deserves more government funding, and, far from being “centers of the community,” the schools themselves are open fewer hours than American schools. Mandatory education in Finland doesn’t start until kids are seven years old.

Once teachers get placed into a school, they stay for a very long time. Given the highly selective nature of these jobs, it’s not often that “bad” teachers make it that far, but when they do, principals are tasked with identifying them quickly and removing them from the classroom. How can they get away with that? According to Henna Virkkunen, the Finnish Minister of Education, it’s because the teachers’ union has a constructive working relationship with school administrators.

“It’s a totally different situation in Finland,” Virkkunen said. “For me, as Minister of Education, our teachers’ union has been one of the main partners, because we have the same goal: we all want to ensure that the quality of education is good and we are working very much together with the union. . . . I think we don’t have big differences in our thinking. They are very good partners for us.”

Progressives point out that Finland values educational equality far more than America does. You can go to almost any school in any town in Finland and get a great education. They say that this is why we need to invest so much more in anti-poverty and welfare programs before we can make any real progress. But, to me, that just shows how much they misunderstand how equality works. The Finns didn’t attempt to squeeze everyone to the middle—they set a high bar and expected everyone to rise to get over it. That is the opposite of how we seem to view “equality.”

There is also a great analogy in Finland to our controllists’ current Common Core push. In the early 1970s, Finland first attempted reform by developing a national curriculum. It was seven hundred pages long. According to the NEA, these changes were “intended to equalize educational outcomes and provide more open access to higher education.” It didn’t work.

By the mid-’90s, when Finland’s real reforms began, they had thrown out the prescribed curriculum and had replaced it with a ten-page document offering guidance to teachers to help them with “collectively developing local curriculum and assessments.”

Pasi Sahlberg, a Finnish policy analyst, recently summarized the popular worldwide education reforms that Finland has avoided. See if any of this sounds familiar:

• Standardization of curriculum enforced by frequent external tests;

• Narrowing of the curriculum to basic skills in reading and mathematics;

• Reduced use of innovative teaching strategies;

• Adoption of high-stakes accountability policies, featuring rewards and sanctions for students, teachers, and schools.

When you boil it down, what Finland has basically done is pretty simple. They take extremely smart people, train them well, and then put them in an environment where they can excel.

We are never going to all agree on every detail of what a good education system should look like—and that’s okay. There is no perfect formula or recipe. But I think that almost everyone can agree that what we have now is not working.

So, what will work? I believe the answer lies in taking the best practices from countries like Finland and then applying American ideals to them. Americans are not, for example, going to be willing to go from the glut of standardizing testing that we have now to nothing—but maybe there is some middle ground. Likewise, teachers’ unions aren’t about to go from forcing districts to spend years and hundreds of thousands of dollars to fire a bad teacher to allowing principals total hiring and firing freedom—but, again, maybe there is some middle ground.

This is going to drive progressives absolutely crazy, but the way forward for American education can actually be found in our past.

Before the federal government got so heavily involved in education, things weren’t going so poorly. Individual communities hired teachers, chose the curriculum, and managed their own schools. Decisions about education were made as close to the students themselves as possible. Washington bureaucrats didn’t dictate test questions or decide which textbooks were best for kids in small-town Idaho; the leadership of individual schools made those decisions. If parents didn’t like what their kids were learning, they knew exactly whom they could talk to.

None of that sat well with the “experts” in Washington who didn’t like the fact that education—something so vitally important to the country’s future—could exist completely outside their control. They did not like the decentralization inherent in federalism. “Why should some towns and cities and states have no standards or low standards and others have extremely high standards when the children belong to all of us[?]” asked Paul Reville, the former secretary of education for Massachusetts, echoing the sentiment of many controllists.

The ironic thing about the government’s meddling with states and communities is that the very thing they say they hope to achieve (a “race to the top”) is actually causing a race to the bottom. States, now forced to compete for federal dollars by hitting certain national benchmarks, are incentivized to lie, cheat, and steal to get the results they need.

Education Secretary Arne Duncan agrees that this has been a problem. “[A]lmost twenty states dummied down standards on No Child Left Behind to make politicians look good,” he told TheBlaze. “It’s one of the most silly things to happen to education.”

Florida is a good example of just how silly it can get. After they raised the minimum proficiency level on the writing portion of their Florida Comprehensive Assessment Test, the percentage of fourth-, eighth-, and tenth-graders who passed fell dramatically. Horrified administrators called an emergency board meeting, where they decided to lower the minimum standard. This ensured that a far greater number of students would be deemed proficient and fewer schools and teachers would see their performance ratings take a hit.

When you tell a state that they’ll qualify for all kinds of federal aid if their students achieve a certain score on a certain test, then you’d better believe those students will learn that specific test material inside and out. That may make all of their students test-smart, but does it make them actually smart? Data from the last few decades makes it pretty clear that the answer is no—especially when compared with other countries.

Here’s an analogy to help explain this phenomenon in another way. Imagine that two ten-year-old kids are put into separate rooms, each with a box full of Legos. Child #1 is given an exact set of instructions for building a spaceship and is told to follow them precisely. Child #2 is instead told to play around with the Legos, learn how they work, and then build something incredible.

At the end of the exercise it’s very likely that Child #1 will have built the spaceship. It’s also very likely that Child #2 will have built something far better. The difference, of course, is that Child #2 will also have a far better understanding of how the Legos work. That child won’t have simply assembled pieces together according to a set of instructions, but will instead have discovered how the Legos all fit together; how many of each sized piece are offered, the color patterns that can be created, and many other important details.

In education, we’re creating a lot of Child #1 kids—kids who know the what but not the why or the how. Kids who go through life singing “Everything Is Awesome” but who have no idea how to really do anything other than follow instructions given by others.

But it hasn’t always been that way.

Prior to the federal government’s getting involved with Race to the Top, No Child Left Behind, Common Core, and all the other programs that have come and gone over the years, the states were still forced to compete with each other over dollars—but they weren’t federal dollars, they were taxpayer dollars. As shocking as this may sound, parents actually wanted to put their kids into great schools, and they actively shopped for them when buying a home. If one state or town or district had a great record of achievement, then parents moved there in droves. The town and state benefited from an ever-increasing tax base.

But now? With some exceptions, most schools are being forced to the middle by these standards that squeeze out the top and bottom. It’s almost like what we’re doing to the economic classes—we try to move the poor up to the middle class by penalizing the wealthy and moving them down to the middle. In both cases it’s a recipe for disaster. With education, families no longer have to vote with their wallets, so states and towns no longer worry much about competing for them. Schools have taken their eyes off those they should be serving—students and families—and are instead focused on serving their masters in Washington.

Fortunately, all of this leads to a pretty simple answer in terms of what it’s going to take to reverse the awful trends in education results that we’ve been seeing.

Competition.

It really is that easy. Let the states compete against each other without a bunch of Thou Shalt and Shalt Nots from the federal government. If states want residents and businesses to move inside their borders, they’ll have to create better schools to lure them. If they succeed they’ll create more jobs, a better workforce, and a much higher and more sustainable tax base.

This isn’t just some libertarian fantasy; it has clear historical precedence. Jay Greene, head of the Department of Education Reform at the University of Arkansas, has studied this history extensively. “The history of U.S. education is filled with evidence of how this competition for residents and tax base has spurred improvements in quality and increases in rigor,” Greene wrote. “The economic historian William Fischel carefully documents how the development and spread of high school education in the United States was driven by localities seeking to compete for residents demanding a more rigorous education.”

Did you catch the end of that quote? Rigorous education. A top-down approach like Common Core that purports to offer a “rigorous” curriculum isn’t necessary when you have proper competition among towns and districts for tax dollars instead of federal dollars. Greene points out that states—acting on their own free will—have increased and strengthened high school graduation requirements over time:

In almost half of the states students now have to pass a state test to receive a standard diploma. And 37 states instituted their own testing and accountability systems before [No Child Left Behind] was adopted. The result of these state and local efforts was not always a rigorous education, but they clearly show a trend toward higher standards and quality in response to consumer demand. Competition produces a race to the top as long as it is competition for individual taxpayers and business instead of competition for federal government handouts.

Still not convinced? Consider how competition from charter schools has forced traditional government schools to adapt in order to attract and retain students—along with the state aid that’s attached to each one. Researchers have found evidence that the introduction of charter schools into a district leads to “significant changes” in that district’s policies and practice, including efforts to “replicate” what the charter schools are doing and to seek out their own innovations.

If competition among schools leads to a better overall educational experience for students within those districts, certainly competition among individual states will do the same.

Local control worked well enough to make America’s education system the envy of the world at one time. We started losing that advantage when local school districts started losing their autonomy. As Greene puts it, “The policies, practices, and funding of schools has increasingly shifted to the state and national governments and greater uniformity has been imposed by unionization. The enemy of high standards and improving outcomes is centralization.”

With that in mind, there are a few areas where I think we have a real opportunity to change things for the better. Some of them are small and can be done right away, while others are more radical, but I think all of these will help move us back toward a system where parents and communities are empowered to do what’s best for their own situation.

Keep in mind that entire books can—and in some cases already have—been written about these ideas. This section is not meant to be comprehensive; it’s just meant to show that the kind of thinking that’s happening in Washington is not nearly creative enough. As always, I encourage you to do your own research on anything you find interesting, then help spread the word by becoming active in your community and online. Please share what works (and what doesn’t) and the lessons you’re learning with us so that we can support you and help spread the word to others who are on the front lines. (If you’re on Twitter, use #conform with your posts so my staff can be sure to find them.)

Education Savings Accounts

“This is a very large improvement over a ‘take it or take it’ public school system consigning children to particular schools based on their zip codes. An ESA program represents an important refinement of the voucher concept. . . . The ESA model creates education choice rather than school choice.”

—MATT LADNER, FOUNDATION FOR EXCELLENCE IN EDUCATION

Despite the efforts of government school apologists to fight school reform, the fact is that some of these folks have understood for years that our current education model has devolved into a stagnant, monopolistic system designed to serve union members over students.

The late American Federation of Teachers president Albert Shanker once described the system perfectly:

It is time to admit that public education operates like a planned economy. It’s a bureaucratic system where everyone’s role is spelled out in advance, and there are few incentives for innovation or productivity. It’s not a surprise when a school system doesn’t improve. It more resembles a communist economy than our own market economy.

Shanker wrote those words in 1989, which shows you just how long we’ve been dealing with this issue. Nineteen eighty-nine! Twenty-five years and we’re just now starting to make serious progress in terms of implementing school choice, bringing accountability to the classroom, and reshaping schools to focus on students.

A few visionaries recognized the need for reform even earlier than Shanker. Chief among them was the late economist, free-market advocate, and father of school choice Milton Friedman. By the middle of the last century he clearly understood that our dynamic free enterprise system, driven by rapid technological advancement, would never be served by an education system devoid of all incentive to innovate and improve. He also understood that working people would never benefit from schools that failed to prepare them for the challenging jobs and financial opportunities created by the new economy.

Friedman first called for publicly funded, private school vouchers in the 1950s, when such a concept seemed foreign and radical to most people. He summed up his views in an editorial published in the Washington Post in 1995:

Our elementary and secondary education system needs to be radically reconstructed. That need arises in the first instance from the defects of our current system. . . .

A radical reconstruction of the educational system has the potential of staving off social conflict while at the same time strengthening the growth in living standards made possible by the new technology and the increasingly global market. In my view, such a radical reconstruction can be achieved only by privatizing a major segment of the educational system—i.e., by enabling a private, for-profit industry to develop that will provide a wide variety of learning opportunities and offer effective competition to public schools. Such a reconstruction cannot come about overnight. It inevitably must be gradual.

The most feasible way to bring about such a gradual yet substantial transfer from government to private enterprise is the enactment in each state of a voucher system that enables parents to choose freely the schools their children attend. I first proposed such a voucher system forty years ago.

Many attempts have been made in the years since to adopt educational vouchers. With minor exceptions, no one has succeeded in getting a voucher system adopted, thanks primarily to the political power of the school establishment, more recently reinforced by the National Education Association and the American Federation of Teachers, together the strongest political lobbying body in the U.S.

Friedman would probably be very happy to see that his voucher concept is finally coming to fruition. A total of twenty-one states, along with Douglas County, Colorado, and Washington, D.C., have now adopted some form of school voucher program, either through direct government vouchers given to parents (usually in low-income or poor-performing school districts) or through the more indirect route of tax credits awarded to those who contribute to private school scholarship funds.

Of course the controllists have not surrendered on this issue. Unions continue to legally challenge voucher programs wherever they’re proposed or implemented, most recently in Louisiana and Alabama. But serious reformers know that school choice options must continue to increase for American students if they hope to receive the type of education necessary to thrive in an increasingly competitive and interconnected world.

Government school advocates like to argue that only kids in inner-city areas are trapped in less-than-desirable schools. But, according to an article published by Heritage Foundation researcher Lindsey Burke, that’s just not true:

Even in what are traditionally thought of as the higher-performing urban school districts, academic achievement is tragically low. Researcher[s] . . . found “out of the nearly 14,000 public school districts in the U.S., only 6 percent have average student math achievement that would place them in the upper third of global performance.” [The researchers] go on to note “People generally think they have escaped the ills of urban public education by moving to the suburbs, they don’t usually think that only one or two suburbs actually produce excellent results.”

But even as voucher programs continue to expand, a new and more advanced form of educational choice—Education Savings Accounts (ESAs)—has taken root in Arizona, and should be the next wave of reform spreading across the nation.

The accounts, known in Arizona as Empowerment Scholarship Accounts, first became available in 2011. The program initially targeted students with disabilities who attended public schools, but has since been expanded to include students attending low-performing individual public schools or districts, the children of military families, and children in the state’s foster care program.

Here’s how it works: Instead of receiving a voucher for tuition to a single private school, parents in the program are given 90 percent of their child’s share of state education funds, which they can then use in any number of ways. These funds can, for example, be used to pay for tuition and fees for private schools, online learning programs, educational therapy services, textbooks, home-schooling curriculum, or contributions to a qualified college tuition savings account.

Parents receive restricted-use debit cards that can be used to purchase anything on the approved list. They can also “roll over” unused funds from year to year, giving them incentive to shop carefully for the best educational values, and encouraging schools and vendors to make services available at competitive prices. If you’re familiar with Health Savings Accounts then you likely see the parallels.

The basic idea is to give parents ultimate flexibility in designing the most effective education program for their kids. For instance, they might like an outstanding math teacher at one school, a great science teacher at another, and a terrific English teacher online. Friedman would’ve undoubtedly loved it.

Burke explained how these ESAs further the idea of total education choice:

Arizona has created a model that should be every state policymaker’s goal when considering how to improve education: funding students instead of physical school buildings and allowing that funding to follow children to any education provider of choice. Such control over education funding ensures parents have access to options that meet their children’s unique learning needs and ultimately can move beyond the worthwhile goal of school choice to choice among education service providers, courses, teachers and methods.

This is not a “Wild West” model of education; there is still plenty of government oversight involved. To participate, parents or guardians must sign an agreement to provide an educational experience that includes the basics like reading, grammar, math, social studies, and science. The law also allows for random audits of accounts and families can be removed from the program for misuse of funds.

The program, now in its third year, has yet to attract large numbers of participants. (Only 716 children were enrolled in the 2013–2014 academic year.) There are probably several reasons for the lukewarm response, including the fact that the unions continue to challenge the program in court, and that the state has yet to aggressively publicize it.

About 66 percent of those who’ve taken advantage of the accounts have used the funds to attend a single school, as they would with a regular voucher. But 34 percent have used the money for multiple educational options, including private tutoring, education therapy, and online learning services. Popularity aside, participating parents have reported extremely high levels of satisfaction with the program so far. Ninety-four percent report being “very satisfied,” while the other 6 percent said they were “somewhat satisfied.”

Given the high marks from parents, it’s no surprise that other states are beginning to take notice. In Oklahoma, where a majority of residents say they support ESAs, a bill was recently introduced that would provide families with up to 90 percent of the state funds dedicated to their public education. “Children should go wherever they need to go. Public schools don’t work for every child,” said one of the bill’s sponsors, Rep. Jason Nelson.

While this program is still in its infancy, it has major potential to reshape how people view education in this country—and the government’s role in it. If you think ESAs have potential in your state—get active and vocal and make sure your lawmakers study them.

Power Shift

“Every child, regardless of their zip code, deserves access to a great education. While it is our goal to help struggling schools succeed, we need to make sure students and parents can choose the best option and make sure each child receives a truly great education.”

—WISCONSIN GOVERNOR SCOTT WALKER

School reform activists can complain all they want about the obvious shortcomings of government schools, but as we’ve seen over and over again, being right often makes no difference. Real change only happens when the people who make the rules are willing to rock the boat. That often means angering wealthy and influential special interests and imposing the changes necessary to make the education process more consumer driven, student based, and transparent.

Unfortunately, most state lawmakers and local school board members seem to lack the courage to challenge these interests, like the teachers’ unions, which have demonstrated they are willing and able to make life miserable for public officials.

Sometimes it’s not courage that’s in short supply but independence. The sad fact is that many school board members and state lawmakers are in the pockets of the unions, which have literally purchased their loyalty through endorsements, financial contributions, and a steady supply of eager campaign volunteers.

But the situation is far from hopeless. Critical change can occur when real leaders stand their ground, impose reform, and ignore the protests of the unions and others in the education establishment. And voters will stand by those leaders when they see the positive change that occurs in their schools.

This cycle has been proven time and again—most recently in Douglas County, Colorado, and in Wisconsin.

The Douglas County school board has become one of the most famous school boards in the nation. It’s loved and respected by those who believe that education should meet the needs of children and their families, and despised by controllists who want the unions in charge of everything. The board has evoked these strong emotions through a series of courageous and unprecedented acts over the past few years.

The school district’s teachers’ union—and many others who make their living through the school—were stunned and angered when the board voted in 2011 to create its own private school voucher program for students. That’s right, the school board invited any student in their district to leave and instead enroll in private schools if they preferred. They voluntarily surrendered a big chunk of state aid to pay the tuition of anyone who made that decision.

The most interesting thing about this is that Douglas County schools were already academically excellent. This wasn’t a decision made in deference to quality; it was a decision about the principle of choice. “[The choice of schools] should be up to the parents of Douglas County, not the school district,” said school board president John Carson. “We have very good schools, so there’s never been a concern about losing a lot of students. But we set up the voucher program because all students learn differently and their parents should have the freedom to determine the best fit.”

The program was challenged in court by the teachers’ union and the American Civil Liberties Union, and remains tied up in litigation. But the school board stands ready to implement its plan as soon as it becomes legally possible. “It’s not the school district funding the private schools, it’s the parents taking their share of state money and funding the schools.

“The school board members have 19 children between us that are, or were recently, in school, and just about all of our kids attend traditional neighborhood schools in the district,” Carson said. “But we push school choice because we think it’s good for families. It’s wonderful to have those choices available in our district. If 10 percent want another choice, I think the school district should make that choice available. The more options students have, the more all the schools improve. They’re challenged. It leads to a more dynamic system.”

It’s refreshing to hear honesty like that, but the voucher program was just the tip of the iceberg in Douglas County. Board members there also:

• Adopted a market-based compensation scale for teachers so they could offer more money to quality educators in hard-to-fill subjects.

• Implemented a pay-for-performance plan to reward teachers who get the best results.

• Encouraged the expansion of charter schools within the district.

• Pushed through a decentralization plan that cut the administrative budget and diverted about $1 million to neighborhood schools.

• Took a public stand against Common Core.

• Publicly opposed a state ballot proposal that would have increased the state income tax to provide more revenue for government schools.

• Ended its recognition of the local teachers’ union as the bargaining agent for teachers after months of fruitless labor negotiations.

Many of these reforms were possible only because Colorado law doesn’t require school boards to collectively bargain with unions. While that had been common practice for years in Douglas County, the board decided enough was enough once they realized that the unions were a deterrent to free-market reforms. “The board’s laser focus was to keep as much money in the classroom as possible and cut fat that doesn’t help kids learn,” said Carrie Mendoza, who served on the Douglas County board.

Board members wanted union leaders to respect their right to govern the district and establish policies, and to stop trying to interfere with the superintendent. “We would have done a contract with the union if they would have respected proper roles and recognized that policy decisions are made by the elected school board and superintendent, and their role was to represent teachers,” Carson, the board president, said. “Their problem is they wanted to run the school district and decide all of those policy issues, and not focus on the interests of teachers.”

Board members were also angry about other union-related issues. “We did not want to continue to pay the salaries of union officers who didn’t teach,” Carson said. “We were paying out $300,000 per year to union officers who were on full-time leave and didn’t teach a minute.”

Union leaders responded to the school board’s rejection by predicting a mass exodus of teachers from the district. It never happened. Meanwhile, the union, assisted by its allies from around the nation, made a major effort to oust three reform-minded school board members who were up for reelection in November 2013.

As radio host Mike Rosen argued in the Denver Post, “This is a pivotal election with national ramifications. Teachers’ unions are the greatest obstacle to substantive public school reform and want desperately to strangle the Dougco non-union baby in its crib.”

Fortunately, the union’s efforts failed and all three board members were retained by voters, making a pre-election prediction made by Carson look pretty prescient: “There’s a certain group of people who attack the district because they don’t like school choice or pay-for-performance,” he’d said. “But I’m comfortable we will win because it’s pretty clear the community supports parental choice, trimming the bureaucracy, and empowering principals.”

The Douglas County school board governs just one district. It would be impossible to force every school board across the nation to take similarly bold steps. State governments, on the other hand, yield a great deal of power over public education, and they have the ability to empower many local school boards to reform their districts with broad legislative action. That’s exactly what happened in Wisconsin.

Wisconsin schools were in a huge financial mess in 2010, largely due to the cost of union-negotiated health insurance and pension programs for retirees combined with the unwillingness of a Democratic governor to rein in spending. The recession had caused tax revenue to drop dramatically, which forced the state to reduce its aid to public schools. Many school boards approached their teachers’ unions, asking for various concessions to help balance the books and preserve jobs and student programs, but most were met with a definitive “no.”

Then Scott Walker was elected governor—and everything changed.

Walker and Republicans in the state legislature quickly pushed through a controversial bill, later known as Act 10, that severely curtailed the power of government employee unions, including teachers’ unions. Under the new law, unions were limited to only negotiating salary, and raises were limited to the rate of inflation. All other issues were off the table.

As a result of Act 10, school boards suddenly had new freedom to reshape budgets and reestablish rules to benefit students instead of union employees. They no longer had to operate under cumbersome union contracts as thick as a phone book, or beg the unions for financial concessions to maintain enough money to serve students.

The results have been dramatic.

Prior to Act 10, teachers in the Milwaukee school district who retired at the age of fifty-five with at least fifteen years of experience could maintain their full health coverage until they reached sixty-five and qualified for Medicare. The benefits were very generous, with premiums completely paid for by the district.

The cost of the program had increased sharply between 2004 and 2011, and the future looked bleak for the cash-strapped district. Retiree insurance costs were expected to rise from about $65 million per year in 2011 to about $135 million per year in 2020. It was, in a word, unsustainable.

After Act 10 was signed into law, the board of school directors unilaterally voted to increase the minimum retirement age and years of service needed to qualify for retiree health insurance, and to increase the deductibles, co-insurance, and co-pays. As a result, costs are now expected to rise only from $65 million per year in 2011 to $68 million in 2020.

Retiree pensions were another huge problem. Under the union contract, the district was obligated to pay each employee’s share of premiums for pension programs operated by the state and city. Pension costs for the district were expected to rise from about $80 million per year in 2011 to about $87 million per year in 2020.

Act 10 forced all school employees to pay their own share of state and city pension programs, and gave the school board the power to cancel its supplemental pension program. As a result, pension costs are now expected to drop to about $53 million.

According to a report from the Fordham Institute, none of these critical cost-saving changes would have been likely if the union had retained its full collective bargaining powers. “Some relatively minor accommodations were negotiated before Act 10 became effective, as the crisis faced by [the school district] became impossible to ignore,” the institute reported. “But the major changes were implemented under Act 10 once [the district] was freed from collective bargaining over benefits. It seems clear that most of the changes would have been more difficult—and probably impossible—without Act 10.”

Act 10 helped out financially, but it also improved the quality of education as school districts across Wisconsin were finally free to make practical changes without union approval. Most school districts took advantage of this by dumping the old “last in, first out” union rules about layoffs. Many districts also adopted, or are currently adopting, pay scales based on merit rather than seniority.

Act 10 also did away with “just cause” protections for teachers, meaning that most educators now work under one-year contacts. This allows school administrators to do something their peers in many other states would love the chance to do: fire incompetent or ineffective teachers without having to battle the union for years and spend hundreds of thousands of dollars in legal fees in the process.

“We are seeing some teachers being counseled out of the profession and we’re seeing principals move staff around more than they might have in the past,” said Barry Forbes of the Wisconsin Association of School Boards.

Deb Kerr, superintendent of the Brown Deer school district, agreed. “Now we can have those heart-to-heart conversations with some staff members and tell them they may need to be in different school districts,” she said.

Act 10 clearly works for school boards and administrators, but it also works for teachers—or at least the good ones. With districts now free to start offering big raises—sometimes as large as $10,000 to $15,000 per year—quality teachers are being lured away from other districts where they are paid strictly according to union seniority scales.

It goes without saying that Act 10 was universally despised by unions and their supporters throughout the state. They immediately started collecting tens of thousands of signatures to remove Governor Walker from office, and a recall election was scheduled for June 2012. The unions poured millions of dollars and countless man hours into the recall campaign, and early polls suggested that Walker might be doomed.

In the end, however, voters sided with commonsense reform, even in a traditionally pro-labor state like Wisconsin—the birthplace of progressivism. Walker faced Milwaukee mayor Tom Barrett in his original election in 2010 and won 52.2 percent to 46.8 percent. He faced Barrett again in the recall election and, despite the massive union protests and get-out-the-vote campaigns organized by the left, he won by an even larger margin: 53.1 percent to 46.3 percent.

Like the Douglas County school board, Walker demonstrated that people will support courageous leaders who stand up for children against the special interests. That message cannot be repeated often enough and more states must follow Wisconsin’s lead in freeing up their school boards to make the right reform decisions for their communities.

Technology

“We have the technology, the people and the institutions (foundations and think-tanks) we need. Of course in-person will always be better than online teaching—if the teacher is any good. . . . But each newly minted ignoramus is a child we have failed, who will likely lug around the burden of a third-rate education his whole life; who deserved better of this nation.”

—DAVID GELERNTER, YALE UNIVERSITY COMPUTER SCIENCE PROFESSOR

Ever since the mid to late 1800s, the overarching trend in education has been for the state to assume a greater and greater role in training the next generation of students. Education was once the responsibility of each family, but it’s been recast as the domain of state government, and slowly but surely, the federal government.

The controllists justified their original takeover of education by arguing that the large number of immigrant children coming into a young and growing America needed to be assimilated into the culture and given a common language and a common set of values.

It wasn’t about control back then; it was about giving kids the common tools they’d need to be able to succeed in a new environment. Perhaps that was the original “Common Core.”

As a result of their efforts, the “classroom” was moved from the family kitchen table to a community school (which our great-grandparents had to walk eight miles—uphill, both ways—to get to and from). American education has followed that same pattern now for more than a hundred years. In the process, it’s become more regimented, more bureaucratic, and more institutionalized.

But that might be about to change.

We’re living in the early stages of a technological revolution that could reestablish parents—and the students themselves—as key decision makers in the education process. In fact, it’s already beginning to happen. But before I get into specifics, let’s all remember that, as scholars Allan Collins and Richard Halverson have noted, there is a big difference between “education” and “schooling”: Schooling eventually ends; education goes on forever.

In their 2009 book about education’s unfolding technological revolution, Collins and Halverson argued that there are “deep incompatibilities” between schooling and the rapidly evolving technologies:

Deeply ingrained in the structure of schooling is a mass-production notion of uniform learning. This belief stipulates that everyone should learn the same things at the same time. But one of the great advantages of technology is customization.

Virtual charter schools are popping up in numerous states, allowing students to learn at home at a pace and in a style that works for them. With the help of technology, a student in rural Idaho could, for example, take an engineering course from a professor delivering a lecture at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology. Hundreds, if not thousands, of students across the country could learn from the best educators, in real time or by archived presentations. Advances in software mean that knowledge and skills can be tested and improved through adaptive education applications that are based on each individual’s learning pattern and capability.

That’s a pretty exciting possibility—especially when you compare it to the current system, in which many students are constrained by their zip code or the teachers who happen to be assigned to their school.

Technology can increase access to our most talented educators while helping to eventually displace our most ineffective ones. The only thing keeping this from becoming reality are the teachers’ unions and other controllists who want to block this technology and maintain the status quo.

A few school districts, like California’s Riverside Unified, have voluntarily embraced digital learning. After that district became one of the first to use digital textbooks, EdSource.org reported that “3 to 4 percent more students tested proficient or advanced in math” compared to students who used traditional paper textbooks. The district also began providing online instruction and online charter schools began to operate there.

But the California Federation of Teachers and their allies in the legislature and bureaucracy weren’t impressed. When they saw the online learning threat coming down the track, they responded by fighting fire with fire. First, the state implemented a regulation mandating that students could only enroll in online schools that were chartered in a county that was contiguous to the one of their residence. Second, through collective bargaining agreements, the union capped how many students could learn from a “virtual” lecturer, thereby ensuring a minimum number of jobs and dues-paying members. Writing in National Review, Pacific Research Institute scholar Lance Izumi noted that the California Federation of Teachers’ model contract (that is, the one every local union should seek to implement) stated no union member “shall be displaced because of distance learning or other education technology.”

Stanford professor Terry Moe noted that such rules “go a long way toward eliminating the very features that are distinctive and advantageous about cyberschools, and force them to operate under geographic and staffing constraints that make them more like traditional schools.” In other words, these policies completely undermine the core advantages of a digital education. That is not a coincidence.

Meanwhile, some charter school operators, most notably Rocketship Education, blend the traditional classroom with varying hours of student-driven learning in front of computers. Rocketship schools serve low-income communities, and their blended approach to learning is getting results. Two of their three California schools rank among the fifteen top-performing high-poverty schools in the state.

Rocketship schools are succeeding, in large part, because they’re customizing education to fit individual students’ needs. The downside to this virtual school option—whether it’s exclusively at home or as part of a blended classroom—is that many of these schools are supported with tax dollars. As a result, virtual schools will likely be required to educate students according to the same Common Core standards as traditional schools. Until that is changed, many virtual charter schools won’t be the answer for families that are looking to escape the failed, top-down mandates of the controllists.

Which bring us to David Gelernter, one of the few visionaries who foresaw the creation of the Internet and all of its potential.

These days, Gelernter, who is a professor of computer science at Yale University, is looking ahead to how technology can be used to restore true parental control over the education process. To do that, he’s proposing that Americans redefine the very idea of what constitutes a “public school.” His concept is something he refers to as “local internet schools,” and he recently explained how they might work:

The idea is simple: a one-classroom school, with twenty-odd children of all ages between 6th and 12th grade, each sitting at a computer and wearing mike-and-earphones. They all come from nearby. A one-room internet school might serve a few blocks in a suburb, or a single urban apartment house.

In front sits any reliable adult whom the neighbors vouch for—often, no doubt, some student’s father (or mother), taking his turn. He leads the Pledge, announces regular short recesses to clear everyone’s head, proclaims lunch-time. He hands out batteries and Band-Aids and sends sick children home or to a doctor. He reloads the printers and futzes with malfunctioning scanners, no doubt making any problem worse. But these machines are cheap, and each classroom can deploy several.

Each child does a whole curriculum’s-worth of learning online, at the computer. Most of the time he follows canned courses onscreen. But for an hour every day, he deals directly one-to-one over phone or videophone with a tutor. Ideally there’s a teaching assistant on an open phone line throughout the day, each assistant dealing with a few dozen students.

In early years, parents will need to help here, too. And each child needs a “mentor” who advises parents on courses and keeps track of the student’s progress. The wealthy conservative foundation, think tank, or consortium that spends liberally to get this idea off the ground will probably provide mentors, in early years, from its own staff.

The online courses (some exist already, but not enough) are produced by teaching maestros. As these new schools gather momentum, they will make use, as tutors or assistants, of the huge number of people who are willing and able to help children in some topic for a few hours a week, but can’t or won’t teach full time: college and graduate students, retirees, lawyers, accountants, housewives, professors.

Gelernter notes that these “local internet schools” will require a serious commitment from parents—whether it’s taking their turn as school supervisor or simply monitoring their child’s daily progress. This approach to schooling and learning will work for a great many students, though Gelernter acknowledges that it obviously won’t be the answer for everyone.

Commonsense Reforms

The problems I’ve identified in this book have been festering for decades—they aren’t going to be fixed overnight. But that doesn’t mean we should stop trying to open up the eyes of our neighbors, friends, and representatives to commonsense solutions that could have a real impact.

One of the simplest and most effective things we can do is push for reform of teacher certification. I wrote earlier about the many problems with teachers’ colleges—from the low standards for acceptance to the concerns over the quality of graduates. Educators Barbara Nemko and Harold Kwalwasser believe that the solution shouldn’t be to reform this process; it should be to throw it away completely.

“Instead of trying to improve undergraduate teacher training—as experts have proposed for decades,” they wrote, “we have another idea: Get rid of it. Or at least end teacher education as we know it.”

What they propose to replace traditional education with will make a ton of sense to everyone other than the unions. “[R]equire aspiring teachers to major in something other than education,” they explained. “Students who want to be math teachers must major in math, for example, and fulfill the same graduation requirements as the school’s other math majors. Same for English and science.”

Think about how incredibly effective that would be. By forcing prospective teachers to become subject-matter experts we’d be taking the very best and brightest in each field and helping them transfer their in-depth knowledge to our students. Students should be looked at much more like mini-apprentices who spend their time learning from masters. We wouldn’t put a prospective blacksmith in a shop with someone who majored in education, so why do we think it’s okay to do that with prospective writers, engineers, or historians?

Use Your Voice

“Look, I am being manhandled and shut down because I asked inconvenient questions. Why won’t they allow an open forum where there can be a debate? We are told to sit there and be lectured to about how great Common Core is.”

—ROBERT SMALL, BALTIMORE COUNTY PARENT

It is easy to complain about how things are; it’s another thing entirely to take action in pursuit of the way you think things should be.

The fight that’s being waged against the Common Core initiative is an unfortunate distraction from advancing choice and freedom in education, but it’s a fight that must be waged. The ragtag army of average parents and students is making a real difference and showing the controllists that all of Bill Gates’s money, Jeb Bush’s connections, and Barack Obama’s power still may not be enough to save Common Core.

Arkansas mother Karen Lamoreaux recently appeared before her state’s board of education and asked a simple question: “If there are 18 students in a class, and the class counts itself by a number and ends with 90, what number did they count by?”

One member of the board—after dividing 90 by 18—rightfully answered “five.”

Lamoreaux responded that the board member’s answer would be wrong, because it wasn’t done the Common Core way. Lamoreaux then showed the board “notes and drawings totaling a staggering 108 steps to solve the problem,” TheBlaze reported.

“This is not rigorous,” she told them. “This is not college-ready. This is not preparing our children to compete in a global economy.”

Lamoreaux later appeared on my television program and explained that “parents have no voice” when it comes to state school boards. She said she’s learned that these people are virtually immune from criticism and accountability because they don’t answer to the people directly. The good news, according to Lamoreaux, is that she found a group of people who aren’t immune: state legislators.

. . . I think that when our legislators [were] handed the power and the authority to take on these standards back in 2009, they believed what they were told. They believed that it was merely a set of standards and this was all sunshine and applesauce and this was going to be such a great program. I don’t believe that they have malignant intentions.

But now, it’s starting to roll out and it’s been a year or so and we’re seeing Common Core for what it is, they’re listening. There are 38 bills pushing back against Common Core in the United States of America. Twenty-two states are fighting back, they started with 46, they’re down to 41 . . . that have adopted. The legislature is listening, they are just as frustrated by this.

And I think they are putting the big picture together. I think our state House members and Senate members, they see what’s going on with healthcare and with all this NSA garbage and they see it in the school system and they have had enough and they are fighting back.

Lamoreaux was wrong about one thing, though: parents do have a voice. Millions heard her and others like her, and she is making a real difference.

We heard Ethan Young’s voice, too. According to TheBlaze, the Knox County, Tennessee, high school student appeared before his local school board to “make his case as to why he believes the school district should drop the new national education standards.”

The president essentially bribed states into implementation via “Race to the Top,” offering $4.35 billion taxpayer dollars to participating states, $500 million of which went to Tennessee. And much like No Child Left Behind, the program promises national testing and a one-size-fits-all education, because hey, it worked so well the first time.

If nothing else, these standards are a glowing conflict of interest and they lack the research they allegedly received.

Young also argued that Common Core standards display a “mistrust of teachers,” a line that prompted applause from the audience.

His withering attack didn’t end there.

“Somewhere our Founding Fathers are turning in their graves—pleading, screaming, and trying to say to us that we teach to free minds. We teach to inspire. We teach to equip, the careers will come naturally,” Young concluded.

Millions heard Young’s voice.

Maryland dad Robert Small showed up to a Baltimore County School District public forum seeking answers about Common Core. The meeting was billed as a question-and-answer session for parents to obtain information about the new standards that have caused so much upheaval in that district and many others around the country. It was an opportunity for the bureaucratic “experts” to quell the unwashed masses.

But the Q&A involved attendees submitting questions on cards in advance, thereby allowing Baltimore County superintendent Dallas Dance and members of the state board of education to pick and choose which ones they wanted to answer.

This was unsatisfactory to Small. As TheBlaze reported in September 2013:

Small began speaking out against the district’s use of Common Core, prompting a security guard, who was also a police officer, to approach him and order him to leave. “Let’s go!” he said sternly.

When Small didn’t immediately comply, the officer began pulling his arm and pushing him towards the exit. Some audience members gasped at the cop’s use of force.

“Don’t stand for this,” Small yelled as he was manhandled for using the most dangerous weapon in the room that night—his voice. “You are sitting here like cattle! Is this America?”

The Baltimore Sun reported the officer “pushed Small and then escorted him into the hall, handcuffed him, and had him sit on the curb in front of the school.”

Because a parent decided to break the bureaucrats’ “rules” of the meeting, he was treated like a criminal. Illegal immigrants aren’t even treated that harshly.

Small was charged with second-degree assault of a police officer and faced a fine of up to $2,500 and ten years in prison. All for taking a courageous stand and being unwilling to comply with the orders of a bureaucracy’s attack dog.

Charges were dropped after the incident later received national attention. State’s attorney Scott Shellenberger told WBAL radio that it was “clear that Mr. Small violated the rules of the meeting and disrupted the meeting.”

“It was also clear that the Officer acted appropriately and did have probable cause to make an arrest on both charges,” Shellenberger added. “The Baltimore County State’s Attorney’s Office has just received and reviewed the facts of this case. In the interest of justice, further prosecution will not accomplish anything more. Therefore, the charges have been dismissed.”

The controllists wanted to send a clear message: don’t cross us or you will pay. As implementation continues, we’ll likely see more of this.

We’re also starting to see Common Core supporters resorting to old strategies like “change the language, change the debate.” They’ve done this successfully with many different issues over the years (i.e., global warming is now “climate change” and illegal aliens are now “undocumented workers”) and now, realizing just how toxic the term “Common Core” is becoming, they’re trying it again.

In Iowa, Common Core is now called “Iowa Core.” (My guess is that some pollster found that parents objected less when the state name was included, because it implied some sort of local control.) According to TheBlaze, Arizona governor Jan Brewer recently signed an executive order to scrub the Common Core name from their math and reading standards. Louisiana is also reportedly considering a name change, and Florida has switched to the “Next Generation Sunshine State Standards.”

This is all great strategy, according to the progressives—many of them Republican—who champion the program. “Rebrand it, refocus it, but don’t retreat,” former Arkansas governor Mike Huckabee told a recent meeting of the Council of Chief State School Officers.

This is yet another reason why it’s so imperative that you use your voice to speak out and educate your friends and neighbors about what’s really going on here. Others have already scored major victories in this fight—but there are plenty more battles ahead.

Education reformers are even beginning to take aim at the archaic union contract rules, claiming these policies are violating children’s right to a quality education and effective educators. In California, a recent high-profile court case against teacher tenure may have national implications. The New York Times describes this case as “the most sweeping legal challenge claiming that students are hurt by employment laws for teachers. The case also relies on a civil rights argument that so far is untested: that poor and minority students are denied equal access to education because they are more likely to have ‘grossly ineffective’ teachers.”

Michelle Rhee, who runs Students First, which pushes for educational reforms, underscored how regular people can force a state into change, even in the face of a compliant and complacent legislature. “In an ideal world you would want policies to be passed in the legislature,” she told the Times, “but in California there was no movement on that. I think in this case they were tired of waiting.”

The importance of this case cannot be understated. Even Randi Weingarten, head of the AFT, is concerned, calling the lawsuit “worse than troubling” and complaining that families are just looking for a scapegoat instead of “rolling up your sleeves and dealing with [the] problem.”

As of press time the trial was still under way, but no matter who prevails, the case (known as Vergara v. California) will likely end up at the California Supreme Court. This one is worth watching closely and, depending on the final outcome, may have significant consequences for education reform activists all over the country.

Meanwhile, some concerned citizens are already getting involved on the political side of the debate by running for governor or for state superintendent or state legislature or for their local school board with the intention of taking power back from the moneyed interests and federal government. Find out who they are and support them or—better yet—join their campaign.

9/12 Project members and others in the ragtag army have started blogs and Facebook groups, like California school board member Angela Weinzinger’s “Parents and Educators Against Common Core Standards.” Join them, learn, and inform your friends and family. Not just about Common Core, but about all the important issues surrounding education.

We need more voices in the education debate. You may be a parent. You’re definitely a taxpayer. You have every right to have your voice heard. Don’t let the “experts”—the very people who produced and profited from this broken, dysfunctional government-run system—tell you to mind your own business.

Between information outlets like TheBlaze, Fox News, and EAGnews.org, as well as social media sites like Facebook, we are using our singular and collective voices to defeat the entrenched money and power.

We have the facts on our side and facts help to win minds, but it’s the personal stories of those like Lamoreaux, Young, and Small that help win the hearts. Contact the media and share your story with them. Share your child’s textbooks and worksheets. Explain to them how you see Common Core changing the teaching and learning process.

Our schools—whether you have children in them or not—are your business. Run for the school board yourself or support a candidate who is running and who understands the threat posed by Common Core. 9/12 and Tea Party groups have enormous influence in school board elections. Use that power wisely.

If being a candidate is not your thing, attend your local school board meetings and blog or tweet about them. Address the board like Lamoreaux and Young did. Keep the bureaucrats on their toes like Small did.

You can also play private investigator and follow the money trail. Submit Freedom of Information Act requests for spending documents like the district’s check register, employee credit cards, and cell phone bills. Post them online for everyone in your community to see. Ask for no-bid contracts and find out who owns the company that was awarded the project. Are they connected to the administration or board members? The local media is not doing this work so we taxpayers must. Contact Education Action Group (EAGnews.org) and they will help you navigate the bureaucratic school waters.

We all have an obligation to expose what is happening with privacy concerns as well. Find out where your child’s sensitive personal information is being shared and who has access to it. The federal government? Private companies? Find out, and then, if you don’t like what you found, share it with the community—chances are that they’ll be just as outraged as you are.

You can also volunteer for your school district’s curriculum committee. Get involved. Ask to review textbooks, worksheets, and other components of the curriculum. It’s the best way to root out propaganda and information that are just plain wrong.

Know your rights as a parent and be a responsible one. Get to know your child’s teacher, principal, superintendent, and school board. Be engaged in the educational process, reviewing homework, assignments, and what your child is learning each day. Don’t take anything for granted. If you don’t like what you are seeing—tell someone. If the school tries to marginalize you or cut you out of the process, they’re very likely hiding something. Find out what it is.

We have the right solutions. And we have the will to implement them. Now we just need to wrestle control away from the unions, bureaucrats, and politicians who think they know how to run our lives better than we do.

We’re ready.

Are you?
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