
The Blackwatering of Public Education and Other Dangers 
 

When I was in college I was told, “If you’re a conservative before you’re 40, there’s something wrong 

with your heart, and if you’re a liberal after 40, there’s something wrong with your head.”  I’m here 

to report that my heart is doing well…but evidently I need to have my head examined. 

 

We advocates for women and public education have been a quiet lot in recent years.  Maybe it’s that 

we’ve achieved so much, it’s time to rest.  Or maybe it’s that the public has wearied of the fight.  Are 

we complacent?  Have we arrived?  What still needs to be done to achieve equality and opportunity 

for everyone in our world today?  Do these questions keep you up at night too? 

 

Women continue to dominate the work force of America’s public education system – a system that 

has brought worthy wages to its professionals (though still less than male-dominated professions at 

similar levels), and that has brought hope, enrichment, possibility, opportunity, and prosperity to 

millions of schoolchildren over the generations.  And while the struggle for female equality in this 

nation remains an incomplete achievement, it is intimately tied to the protection of a free, accessible, 

equitable, high-quality, well-funded public system of education.  Education’s fate is women’s fate, 

even in the America of the 21st Century. 

 

Today, both are at risk.  Having advocated on behalf women’s rights and public education for nearly 

30 years, I see the intertwining stories of these proud movements and how they’ve crested, and I 

believe that it’s time to regroup and get noisy again. 

 

Here’s why: 

 

A different kind of movement has been gathering momentum in recent years at a dizzying pace.  This 

one aims to undermine public education and rob the students we serve of the very quality that will 

guarantee our economic health in the global economy.  I call it the “Blackwatering of Public 

Education”.   

 



If you’ve read Naomi Klein’s exhaustively researched Shock Doctrine: The Rise of Disaster 

Capitalism, or perhaps Kenneth Saltman’s book, Capitalizing on Disaster: Taking and Breaking 

Public Schools, you are probably as alarmed as my members at OEA are about the heightened march 

to corporatize public education.  It’s a march that dovetails the rapid rise of powerful think tanks and 

education/business entities that Wall Street has dubbed “Education Management Organizations”, or 

EMOs (remember what HMOs did to health care?  Fasten your seat belts!) 

 

In her relentless, investigative-journalism style, Naomi Klein examines the practice of Milton 

Friedman’s economic laissez-faire capitalism in all its public-service-wrecking facets.  The practice of 

purposefully exploiting the collective trauma of manmade and natural disasters is the technique 

Klein describes over and over in her book.  She documents the sneaky way that public services are 

replaced by private contractors while the world is busy coping with the disaster at hand.  In the case 

of Hurricane Katrina in 2005, the public school system was all but destroyed, replaced by an 

opportunistic private “charter” school cadre – all in the span of just 19 months.  Most of the public 

schools in New Orleans were auctioned off to private entities, reversing some of the crucial gains of 

the civil rights movement in the so-doing.  In the chaos of evacuation, this charming southern city’s 

social infrastructure was failing.  Many fled their homes, never to return.  In that moment, Milton 

Friedman picked up the phone.  He called the White House.  He suggested to Vice President Cheney 

that now was the time to orchestrate a raid on the public sphere in the wake of this catastrophe.  

Exciting market opportunities awaited; the Bush Administration took the advice.  So, with most of 

the poorest students in exile, these public schools were virtually erased.  Those who resided in New 

Orleans prior to the storm had opposed privatization of their public school system.  They wanted it 

better funded, not annihilated.  This example is just one among many.   

 

Jeremy Scahill wrote a book in 2007 titled Blackwater: The Rise of the World’s Most Powerful 

Mercenary Army.  He documents what we’ve all come to know about the privatization of public 

safety, in the military and on U.S. soil, such as Blackwater USA’s enormous profits, multiple no-bid 

contracts from the U.S. government, lack of accountability to any court in the world, and the 

placement of 180,000 security officers in Iraq – about equal to the number of U.S. troops there.  Its 



mercenaries earn some $650 a day – the same salary Gen. David Petraeus earns.  Blackwater, owned 

by Erik Prince (who is the brother-in-law of Domino’s Pizza entrepreneur and conservative political 

funder Dick De Vos) has branched out to regional law enforcement, military training, aviation 

services for the drug-war and U.S. border surveillance, and more.  Yet, they are filed as a “small 

business” for IRS purposes.  A lot to love about that.   

 

What does this have to do with public education?  It’s just one more way in which this country has 

veered toward costly and unaccountable privatization of vital public services.  Sadly, lest you think 

the 2008 election changed everything, you should know that our country’s official policy on this score 

has not changed with the Democratic takeover of Capitol Hill.  Not only have efforts to control 

Blackwater and other contractors, and to hold them accountable, failed in the U.S. Senate, but the new 

Secretary of Education – Arne Duncan – has confused charter schooling with educational innovation, 

and he has made states’ receipt of federal money contingent upon their friendliness to this fad and 

other education experiments.  In July, he flew to San Diego to lecture the nation’s public educators 

about merit pay and school choice -- illusory quick-fix gimmicks that form the cornerstone of the new 

administration’s education policy. 

 

But back to Dick DeVos for a minute – the pizza magnate cum rightwing foundation-backer.  In a 

speech to Michigan voters in his (thankfully unsuccessful) 2006 bid for Governor, DeVos outlined his 

vision for American public education: 

 More charter schools 

 Use of state resources to assist private schools 

 Make it more difficult for public schools to maintain financial solvency 

 Weaken affirmative action 

 Support so-called right-to-work legislation to weaken unions 

 Erect barriers to union political fund raising 

 Privatize more state government functions 

 Deny benefits for public sector workers with same-sex partners 



 Infuse public school curriculum with creationism and ensure that public schools teach 

religious themes 

 Institute vouchers in Detroit public schools 

 Take over and/or restructure Detroit schools, which DeVos called a “failed district” 

despite the fact that student test scores were at the Michigan statewide median level 

and the district had a $97 million surplus. 

 Cut taxes on highest income strata 

 Cut programs so that tax cuts don’t imbalance the budget 

 Reduce wages and benefits of teachers, education support professionals, and other 

public employees. 

 

I hope you won’t consider it hyperbolic of me to describe this privatization vision as nothing less 

than a prescription for the collapse of the American experiment in Democracy in the long run and a 

threat to worthy wages for a female-dominated work force in the near-term.  Three features of this 

agenda to privatize public schools are hostility to teacher unions, an unquestioning reverence for the 

private sector, and an aim to make education less costly by slashing educator compensation.  This is 

the confluence of the women’s and public education movements I spoke of earlier. 

 

From the perspective of students – who are transformed from consumer to commodity in this brave 

new world – the free market’s ultimate successful exploitation of the public good should be a 

terrifying prospect.  Capitalism doesn’t perform well in basic social and cultural arenas because the 

private profit motive, perhaps a pragmatic necessity to drive innovations in business, often directly 

conflicts with the ethical and social benefits of public rights, such as the right to a high-quality public 

education.  Since our early days, society has demanded that government exercise control over 

ruthless profiteering by corporate entities and what used to be called “ruling elites” in order to 

protect and honor the guarantee of our human rights and social necessities.  Without such controls, 

the business of educating students will supersede the quality of that educational product when 

profitability demands the investment of pennies, not dollars, to the cause. 

 



Let’s face it:  education is a labor-intensive enterprise.  There are only two ways to make money off of 

it.  One way is to cut teachers’ wages or hire young (read “cheaper”) staff that demand lower pay and 

keep the turnover high.  The second way is to cut services to students, and to ensure that those 

admitted are the easiest-to-educate (again, read “cheaper”). 

 

This is not a debatable consideration of the marketplace.  Corporate capitalism is amoral, not 

immoral:  these values simply have no relevance to the corporate mission, which is to ensure a return 

on investment for shareholders…period.  While there clearly exists an economic benefit for corporate 

capitalism in our postmodern democracy, its limitation should remain firmly behind the line 

separating private commerce and public social institutions.   Instead, however, in the “Blackwatering 

of Public Education” world, the state acts as a conveyor belt for getting public money into private 

hands.   As Jared Diamond noted in his book Collapse: How Societies Choose to Fail or Succeed, 

when governments fail to curb excesses in the private sector, the general populace suffers.  And when 

government colludes with private sector excesses, and when it in fact BECOMES the ‘private sector’, 

democracies falter and societies collapse. 

 

The Oregon Story 

In Oregon’s brand of downsizing and outsourcing its public school teachers, corporations such as K-

12 Inc. (the one started by former Reagan Education Czar Bill Bennett and junk-bond ex-felon 

Michael Milken) exploit the charter school law to get a toehold in our share of the $800 billion 

education enterprise, with taxpayers footing the bill.  Here’s how they do it: 

 

They find a small, remote, low-wealth school district with few resources to improve their lot.  They 

get them to serve as “sponsors” of an online-only charter school in their district.  Because the Internet 

has made geography irrelevant and our charter school law no longer requires in-district residency for 

enrollment, the corporation creates slick marketing materials and recruits students in PR events 

around the state to gin up enrollment so that almost none of the students of the new school are 

actually from the sponsoring district.   

 



Why would a school district agree to sponsor these for-profit, out-of-state virtual vendors?  Because 

of the money!  Virtual charter schools get 95% of the State School Fund for high school enrollees and 

at least 80% for elementary students, and the district gets most of the remainder for doing very little 

to manage the relationship of a school serving kids they never see.  The virtual school is accountable 

primarily to the parents, board members, and shareholders involved with the school – and not to the 

school district sponsor, the state, or the taxpayers of Oregon.  In other words, for acting as fronts for 

the operation, they get a cut of the action. 

 

In Oregon, 4,000 students are enrolled in these outfits – 2800 in one school alone.  They will get $48 

million this biennium from a State School Fund that has been battered in the current economic 

collapse, having lost $550 million in legislative cuts and moving farther and farther away from the 

funding adequacy target established by our Quality Education Commission.  $2.4 billion away. 

 

So the setup is this:  they stick each of their teachers (who work from home) with 50 students they 

rarely have face-to-face contact with, who live all over the state.  Many are formerly parent-supported 

homeschoolers, some are students with autism or other special needs, and some have left formal 

schooling for the online option.  Each student is supposed to have a “Learning Coach” – a fancy name 

for the parent volunteer who is expected to do the actual educational delivery – and the company 

collects the difference between actual cost for this low-budget laptop school and the amount they 

receive from the state.  Which is, parenthetically, the same amount as bricks-and-mortar charters get, 

even though the latter have much higher operating costs.  The virtuals do not provide a sports or PE 

program.  No band or chorus.  No transportation, no school lunches, no school nurse, no school 

counselor, no school librarian, no school secretary, and no school.  No buses, buildings, or 

enrichments (such as drama, debate, or Model UN).  And they double the student-teacher ratio of 

public schools.  Of course they can do “it” cheaper than the public school – a claim they LOVE to 

make – because the “IT” they “do” is a mere shadow of what a student receives in location-based 

programs. 

 



So what about the child whose parents are in the paid labor force?  Is she to stay home alone with her 

laptop and fend for herself?  What if she’s only five years old?  And what about the student whose 

parents do not read, or do not read or speak English?  The materials and programs are all in English.  

In fact, it says right on the application to ORCA, Oregon’s biggest online venture, that the Learning 

Coach MUST speak English.   

 

These are publicly funded programs.  Yet there are big, big barriers to access.   

 

And quality?  Who is the arbiter of curriculum alignment, quality of instruction, student outcomes, 

professional testing protocols, student records, appropriate application processes, and so on?  Not the 

state:  it’s the responsibility of the sponsoring school district, which receives the kickback for 

sponsoring the corporation. 

 

This is not an educational enterprise; it’s an economic enterprise.  Where’s the incentive for the 

hungry sponsor to be a watchdog under this structure? 

 

So OEA and its various education allies – the PTA, the administrators, our friends at AFT-Oregon 

and Oregon School Employees Association – and seven representatives and senators wrote a little 

bill.  And all hell broke loose.  The bruising fight that we had to undergo to get a bill through the last 

Legislative Session is allegorical of the fight ahead of us all when speaking truth to this power.  

 

We spent six months.  The bill went through 56 amendments.  We endured lies, online blogging that 

accused the bill’s sponsors of all sorts of heinous intents and actions, various personal ad hominem 

attacks against yours truly and her colleagues, radio and newspaper ad campaigns, an editorial board 

strategy that distorted the bill’s language and intent, rallies and lobbying efforts at the capitol 

complete with children and their crying mothers pleading for mercy not to “close” their schools.  If 

that weren’t enough, the bill’s opponents filed a Freedom of Information Act request of the Dept. of 

Education for all communication regarding the bill.  Because OEA asked for technical assistance – a 

service provided to all who ask – the Department’s lawyer has had to endure a humiliating public 



flogging in the newspapers and an ethics complaint filed by the virtual vendor community against 

her for assisting a “special interest”.  The nastiness is still going on, a month after the bill’s enactment!   

And then there was the paid lobbying effort.  Amusingly, the OEA was cast by these guys as the 

“powerful union” --  a “bully” -- that sought to roll over the little charter schools.  In actuality, half of 

the capitol’s lobbying legion seemed to be on the corporate payroll.  They flew in the CEOs of some of 

the enterprises and they organized business associations and virtual school consultants to collude on 

a public disinformation campaign and lobbying strategy that had to cost hundreds of thousands of 

dollars. 

 

In the end, our bill amounted to a mole hill, not a mountain.  It enacts some common-sense quality 

standards for public online education that two years ago, even the virtual school people had agreed 

to.  It demands financial accountability and budget transparency.  It limits the proliferation of new 

virtual schools for two years, pending the outcome of a study, report, and proposed legislation of a 

task force formed by the law, with the purpose of making virtual education an intentional, regulated, 

fairly financed, accessible, equitable, and appropriate option within public schools.  And, it does 

something that really makes the corporations angry:  it asks them to show how much of Oregonians’ 

tax dollars go to their bottom line.  Yep.  They have to open their books and report their profit 

margin, as well as the pay of their Oregon executives and consultants.   

 

My friends, this little bill has caused the virtual school industry to worry that they may have a hard 

time fully privatizing Oregon’s public schools.  They are steaming mad. 

 

And they’d had so much steam in their engines before we showed up.  Under the eight years of the 

Bush White House and the tyranny of the misnamed No Child Left Behind Act, they had successfully 

modernized the rant first made popular in A Nation At Risk – the 1983 hit piece on America’s public 

schools (by the National Commission on Excellence in Education).  By keeping public education on the run – by 

insisting on labeling teachers as “highly qualified” (or not), by condemning schools with high 

populations of challenged students as “failing schools”, by forcing alternative education transfers 

from schools that are not meeting unachievable goals, and by making everyone live or die by a test 



that compares this group of third graders with that one last year’s or the ones in another state – by 

keeping these public schools of America on the run, they had been winning the public relations battle 

against us.  They set us up to fail.  A public that had previously said no to vouchers and only a 

tentative maybe to charter schools was beginning to reconsider both.  And Milton Friedman, the 

father of all things privatized except your income tax withholding?  He was a very happy man.   

 

The merit pay argument, like vouchers and charter schools and cyber education and NCLB, is all part 

of the same drum beat to discredit public education by discrediting public educators.  So too is 

chronic underfunding of schools at the same time as new mandates, rigors, expectations and redesign 

are imposed without new resources.  It’s all a part of the same decades-old strategy to persuade the 

public that they would be better off if the only thing “public” about public education were the source 

of the funds. 

 

The EMOs – the for-profit corporations that want to sink their teeth in as much of that $800 billion as 

possible – had been growing by leaps and bounds.  In Michigan, it is now a requirement that students 

take an online course to get a high school diploma.  In Colorado, the virtual vendors and private 

schools conspired to overtake the state’s educational choice arena so thoroughly that regulators 

didn’t even know – nor did some parents – that the students were being taught religion and told to 

pray as a part of their “public” online educational experience.  In Texas, they cooked the books and 

would have had to pay millions back to the taxpayers of that state, except that they folded their tent 

and disappeared.  Ever since the early EMO days in bricks-and-mortar schools, these for-profit outfits 

have boasted that they could run public schools for the same amount of money or less, improve 

student achievement, and still make a profit.  Though their claims have never been matched by 

reality, their spendy marketing, misleading generalizations, and evocative rhetoric have won over 

parents who have been terrorized out of public schools by talk radio, school shootings, and the 

strategy of public education denouncement. 

 

But there’s reason for hope.  Lately, teachers and parents and administrators have started to grasp the 

implications of this brave new world of Computer Hal as teacher, brought to you by Kaplan and 



Kindercare and U of Phoenix and Bill Bennett.  And they are speaking up.   In California and 

Wisconsin, the law says you have to have a teaching license to teach kids if you’re taking state funds.  

So the courts closed the virtuals down in those states.  In Colorado and Texas and Kansas and 

Pennsylvania and Oregon we’ve stood up too.   

 

As with the women’s movements, the fight in public education is all about money and power.   

 

How did opponents of women’s equality keep women from fully realizing their potential? By 

ridiculing our talents, our “place”, our goals, and our words.  By arguing that patriarchy is 

fundamental to democracy. 

 

How are privatizers trying to take over public education?  By ridiculing our schools, our teachers, our 

structure, our students’ diverse needs and the costs to meet them.  By arguing that corporate, market-

based strategies are fundamental to democracy. 

 

Now is the time to disagree.  And I say, “Let’s get noisy!” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


