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* on how well the nation edu-

tales .and trains ils people.
Revitalizing US education is
an urgent priority. Public
support is neéded for radical
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More than ever before,
America’s prosperity hinges
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reforms to improve dramat- =

ically the quality of the

public schools while pre-

-serving their civic mission:
creale a more rigorous: sys-
tem- for training young
peopie . in the skills heeded
lo compete in the global
cconomy; guarantee finan-
cial assistance for college

for anyone willing to earn it -

through national service;
and thereby underscore the
responsibilities as well as

the rights of citizenship.

Thrée initiatives taken

logether would provide the

basis for a new education

lives tend lo see their prob-
lems as rooted' in the struc-
ture of public education. =
During the last decade
the US ihcreased per-stu-
denl funding in public
schools by 36 percent
(adjusted for inflation).
However, there is little o
show' for this surge In
spénding. More resources
. are parl of the answer, par-
licularly in troubled inner-
cily school districts. But the
disappointing record
strongly suggests the need to
shift the focus of the debale
‘about improving schools

Yet il conservatives have
been right {o focus on public

.bureaucracies thal exercise
- monopoly control over edu-
calion, they have picked the

wrong solution: privatizing

public education by offering.
vouchers- to parenis who -

want to erroll their .chil-
dren in private schools.
While vouchers may be ad-
vocaled as a necessary prod
lo public school improve-

-ment, they in fact encotirage
parents to abandon . the -

public schools, a solution
the nation cannot afford.

education. What is needed is

a change of structure and -
incentives that will push

- public schools to improve °

on the basis of their own

‘Initiative, in their own in- - I

lerest, and from their own
resources. =~ ,
‘The leading edge of pubilic
school choice experiments
today is the charter school
movement. As ploneered in
the. state of Minnesota,
charter schools are
Intended to speed the rate of
change by .making it
possible for somebody other
than_the local school board

compact for work and citi-
zenship: ‘

from spending {o structure—
to the way the enterprise of

~ who do not attend. college

* Promote charler ISChﬂﬂIS

and other experiments to

- invent a diflerent kind of

public school: inno-

- vative, flexible, and re-
sponsive to the special

needs of-students and
thelr families. - s
Institute a nationwide
systemn of school-based
youth apprenticeship to
give the half of US youth

the skills necessary to
prosper in a changing
economy based on
flexible, knowledge-
intensive industries and
services.

. Create a ctvilian GI bill,

modeled on the generous,
education benefits
provided to -millions of
velerans aller World War
II, to expand federal -aid
for college in return for
communily service. |
At {he heart of the debaile

public education is orga- -
nized.

. Many public school dis-
tricts display 'in classic
form Lhe overcentralizalion
ard bureaucratic rigidity
th..: afflict government in
general. The ceniral prob-
lem with public' schools was
put perfecily by Albert
Shanker, the president of
the American Federation of

. Teachers union, in 1988:"

“This is a system that can
take its ‘cuslomers for
granted.” Children attend
where they live. Within each .
district only one organiza-
tion is allowed (o offer pub-
lic educalion. together,
these "givens” guarantee the
district ils success—its cus--
lomers, its revenues, iis
jobs, its security, ils exis-
tence—whether or not the
district changes and.im- .

- proves and whether or not

the students learn. So, with

America's public schools
have been the
calalyst for equal oppor-
tunity as well as a crucible
for the common civic cul-

“ture. They have been a great
leveler of économlic. social, .

and, lately, racial distinc-

A

PART ONE

‘lions, as well as a path to

economic oppertunity and
American citizenship for
immigrants from the mid-
19th century to today.

The United States can
save ils public schools. By
harnessing the power of
parental choice, competi-
tion, and innovation ihe
nation can radically. re-
structure its schools while
retaining their essentially
public character.

The promise’ of choice

lies In its ablility to make
public education a self-im-
proving-. system.
Government and blue-rib-
bon cormnmissions may be

principal -

o try out different and bet-
ter forms of public educa-
tion which students could

‘about school reform is a

ceniral question: do schools

‘[ail because communities. -
- spend-too little on them or

because of the way they are
organized? In general, lib-
erals have been inclined to
the view that US schools

suffer from a lack of re-

what obseryers of public ed-
ucation describe as weak in-
centives for ithe introduc-

" tion of new methods and

ideas, Lthe cards are stacked
againsl innovation. For a
country that claims to be

serious abou{ lmproving ils
public schools this is an ab--
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able 'to -identify systemic
problems within schools,
but such outside groups
cannot make a school
principal more en-

. trepreneurial, a teacher .
-more . focused on achieve-

ment, or parents more in-
volved in their children’s

the schools where they live.
They can pay tuition to pri-
“vate {or to another districl's
public) school. Or they can
" .move toa belter school dis-
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. ' Charter schools are not
intended to replace existing
schools. Their likely eflect
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is to-stimulate the system in
ways that will cause dis-

tricts to improve. They offer

some reward for taking
risks. The new schools will
be small, so that mistakes,
which will occur, will be

small. They let parents and

teachers volunteer for -

change. . -
The purpose of choice is

- trict. Lots of péople do this;
all it takes is money.: This
deeply. inequitable ar-

rangement has {urned pub-
lic education in big

metropolitan areas inio a

syslem stratified by income
and race. Those with little
income have no choice.
States should and can de-
sign a better plan. using
public resources lo offsel

private inequalities and

enhance diversity. The
charter idea resolves this

to create a new form of pub-
lic education, not to finance

private schools or trans-
form public education into

problem: new schools, free
to try new forms of learn-
ing, operated on the princi-

ples of public education, lo-.

caled where children live.

choaose,

Charter schools seek to
foster healthy competition
within- the public scuiool
system by enabling admin-
istrators, teachers, and even
other groups or individuals
to create new schools, .
chartered by the state,
which compete for students
and the public funds that
support - their education.
These schocrls follow the
principles of ‘public educa-
tion: they may not have a
religious character or
charge tuition; nor can they
pick and choose their stu-

' dents or discriminate. They
.are accountable both to the

public—for meeting defined
student achievement goals—

and to parents, who aré free
.to move their children lo
other public schools if they

are not satisfied with the re-
sulls. In return for agreeing
{o be judged on their per-
formance, charter schools
are allowed to design thelir
programmes free of the

" regulations and rules that

pass for accountability in
education today. The state
pays directly to the charter
school an average per-pupil
amount.

.+ private education through

publicly

financed tuition

“vouchers. 1t is posfsible. to
improve the public educa-
. tion system while still re-

taining

its essential prin-

erned at the state and

Because. schools are gov-
local

they cannot -be

changed by federal legisla- |
tion. Congress can add only ;

.and regulations.

ciples and the values of op-
portunity, diversity. and
community that are so im-
portant to democracy.
;' Private education should .
remain and will remain—
but -as private education,
privately financed.
" Charter schools do not
drain funds from public ed-
ucation. They reallocate
- dollars within the comimu-
nity, between existing
schools and new public
- gchools. The charter idea,.
‘therefore, can deliver the

benelits of choice with out

-« In ihe

bankrupting the public
schools, as a voucher sys-
tem could. Perhaps that is

why polls show support at
two-to-one in favor of pub-

lic school chofice.

'Significantly, support is

highest in the big cities,

. among minorily groups,

!

- younger people. people who
O school

have only secondary
educations, and families of

average income.

money _
Correcting the syslem is_the-
obligation of each stale.

However, the President can -

lead in aclivating the pro-
cess of reéform by making
proposals to the stlales. In
addition, the Presideni can
use the leverage of [ederal

education aid to promote:
choice;

public. school
ttirough proposals that
would permil the slates lo

‘use federal education grants

(o set up charter schools.

the collective skills and ca-
pacilies of a nation's work-
ers are its chief source of

global economy,

L

comparative advaniage. Yet
the Uniled States has no

system for ensuring that the .

. half of the young population”

F

thal does not go to college
receives .the skills and
training necessary 1o secure
a decent living. America

thus faces a fundamental

domestic challenge in the

.1900s: reversing the stark

In a real sense, of course,
every state has a "choice”
plan today. Parents don't

have -to send their kids tor

and growing disparity be-
., iween the fates of college ed- -

ucated and noncollege edys

. caled youths.




