Chester Finn

Demand-driven education – What right does public school have to exist if nobody wants to attend it? Should pepopel be coerced to go to a school they don’t want to attend?

Colleges don’t exist if nobody wants to attend

Ancient debate – is education a public or a private good? It seems to be both and schould be answerable in both directions, and power over it flows in both directions.

Don’t want to romanticize the public aspect – “you get a lot of violins and roses” about the selfless citizens of the community who run the schools, and public education being out of politics. Great theory, and there may still be some small towns and suburbs where it works that way. In many places what now substitutes for governance by leading citizens is carving up of the pie by stakeholder interests, deeply entangled with party politics – unions, textbook publishers, school boards, a potent combination of adult interests similar to many other industries, often pays little attention to needs of children.

Compliance v. results – more concerned about results than rules, and have lost faith that following rules will gain the desired results – we’re more interested in are 4th grade kids doing 4th grade math than are they doing their homework every night – we’re transforming the basis of education control into a results-based system. Lot of fighting because there’s no proven way to produce results. Ask what’s being controlled, and what’s the mechanism of that control – when that shifts everything needs to shift with it.

Charter school – hold school accountable for providing acceptable results, and then free the school up to produce those results. It’s what we do elsewhere and I (CF) think it’s high time we started applying it to education.

Michael Kirst

When I began writing about this there was very little attention (Political Dynamics of American Ed) there was very little impact of consumers other than the poverty program parent groups -  the dominant theoretical paradigm…highly fractured, pluralistic, classic political scientist theory of pluralism – how does consumer view fit into classic pluralist theory?

How does the producer/consumer interlock with pluralism, and what do you think of who controls school?

CF: I think you could call me Jeffersonian in that I believe governments were created to serve the interests of the people – it’s certainly the case that the interest groups that are organized in education are almost solely producer interests. Mostly though, we’ve got 50 mil schoolkids and 5 mil employees and the 5 have more say over the schools than the 50 or their parents. Democratic theory would argue that the 50 and their parents have control through the democratic process and their voting. This breaks down in the back room of the legislature when they try to decide something. 

School board elections almost set up to disempower parents – elections are set up for times when nothing else is up for election, so fewer people vote. 

-----------  BRAIN DEATH FOR 10-15 MIN -------

Q: No-one is compelled to open a business where they don’t think it will be successful – who would open inner city schools?

CF: Compared to what? (They’re not doing well now, but at least we’re trying to give everyone a shot) You might be pleasantly surprised – Dayton OH 22 charter schools 22% of kids in town, mostly poorest, most disadvantaged kids.

Q: Advocating per pupil funding? Or what?

CF: Start up expenses, a lot of charter schools right now basically start on someone’s credit card – there’s also a physical facilities issue. There are 2 kinds of caps – cap of the % of kids in the state that can go – and physical caps – school can only take X many kids. If this were entrepreneurial you could get branches and takeovers or expansions.

Q: District centralization v. the cost of doing it themselves

CF: Charter schools get less $ - Dayton 2/3 of regular schools and outside assistance comes in dribs and drabs. All for networks of charter schools (share experts) – there’s a group in CA setting up CMOs – New Schools Ventures – Charter Management Orgainizations. You can have voluntary groupings or like KIPP, centrally developed.

MK: The traditional public schools v. charter public schools – COEs run programs for seriously retarded and heavy risk kids – COE can do service provision (payroll, health, staff dev) for small schools or charter.

Q: Adversarial producer/consumer relationship – teachers are treated poorly, poor working conditions prevent people from teaching in inner city. Consumer choice ignores fact that there are really high switching costs – takes time to do due diligence, and it’s much easier for a producer to switch than consumer. 

CF: Sure there are costs to making a choice, there are costs  in life to making any choice, it’s why so many of us stick with phone service we don’t like, but when families realize they do have a choice, a lot of them take advantage.

Q: You talked about holding schools accountable to state academic standards -  How do you actually get alignment around the goal you’re working toward, and I’m curious – in business we have measurable dollars and cents – I’m curious what you think about the tests, the instruments we’re using to measure.

CF: The tests create a basis for informed choice – the analytic portion, I’d like to see that in place. It’s precisely because we don’t have agreement on goals that I believe we should have choice – we should have a common core (NCLB), some might be more appropriate than others. Top down enforcement of academic achievement and a marketplace enforcement of what people want from schools – intersection of those two is where goodness is

Q: education market is not a “nimble” market” – as a society we expect all our children to be educated – k-12 and college are not a parallel picture assuming that compulsory education still stands

CF: <Market could be more nimble if we relaxed strictures, stopped thinking of schools as permanent structures that are there forever – if you need nimble there are virtual schools – startup money for new schools – there are lots of ways 

Compulsory attendance laws came from a different era – they only say you have to sit there, not that you have to learn anything, 

