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Sometimes you have to laugh.  Just when you thought your enemies had trumped your 

best arguments with compelling slogans, you get a second chance to prevail. 

 

That’s how this school funding advocate felt last week when all was revealed about 

charter school students’ test scores and, more importantly, the Bush administration’s 

attempts to hide the results. 

 

Now, the news media have taken the “glass half-empty” view of the whole thing, but I 

see that water glass as decidedly half full.  Let me explain. 

 

For years, politicians hell-bent on denying public education the investment it requires to 

properly educate our children have had several lines of attack whenever public school 

boosters come calling.  The first I call “Not Everything is About Money” argument. 

 

The NEAMers wag their collective stern fingers at lobbyists and parents alike, 

admonishing us to “do more with less” and not make “excuses” about delivering wan 

results with too few resources.  We simply lack ambition, they say.  We need to be more 

creative, they say.  Our schools must be more accountable, they say.  Quit wasting what 

we give you, they say.  Run your school like a business, they say. 

 

We have compelling messages of our own, of course.  Simple arithmetic is pretty 

persuasive.  In the past two years alone, Oregon’s K-12 programs have been cut by more 

than $800 million.  And, taking in the long view, Oregon has established a pattern of 

cutting resources at the same time that expenses have risen markedly.  In 1990, Oregon 

students were allocated $4,538 each.  By the 2004-05 school year, that number had 

dropped (in inflation-adjusted dollars) to $4,187.  In that same time span, however, 

Oregon revamped its educational standards, the “No Child Left Untested” act was made 

law, and the proportion of students entering school with special educational needs rose 

exponentially.  Simultaneously, costs for health care, textbooks, and fuel ate up 

increasing shares of the budget, outpacing inflation.  

 

How did the schools respond to the public’s champagne taste and beer budget?  They 

pared enrichment curricula. Class sizes swelled to among the densest in the nation.  P.E., 

music, counseling, and library services were all but eliminated in the lower grades. Many 

districts trimmed days from the school year.  While the public loves to blame our funding 

woes on a bloated administrative payroll, this charge bears scrutiny.  It turns out that we 

don’t have a surfeit of “administration” in our schools after all.  In fact, compared to the 

span-of-control ratios in the private sector, we are downright lean at approximately 6 

percent.  It seems that if we’d run our schools as the NEAMers suggested -- more like 

businesses -- we’d have to hire additional administrators.  Hmm. 

 

The second argument, again defying overwhelming evidence, is that the circumstances of 

a child’s background are immaterial to academic performance.  Not race, not socio-



economic status, not the educational attitudes and attainment levels of the parents, not the 

student’s primary language, not mental or physical health issues of the student, and not 

family dysfunction – none of this matters a whit in the elusive quest for perfect student 

achievement numbers.  I call this the “Ostrich Principle”.  If one simply submerges one’s 

head in the sand, one’s truths can elude reality.  To the ostrich, a failure to meet the mark 

is simply the institution’s fault.  That’s why, when a school’s testing numbers don’t meet 

the arbitrary grade, we call it a “failing school”.  It’s kind of like blaming the hospital for 

having sick people in it. 

 

Charter school proponents have long argued that they could deliver better results if only 

given the opportunity to do so free of the requirements and regulations under which 

traditional programs operate.  And they should have been able to make good on such 

bragging promises:  give them tax dollars to run small, hothouse programs but hold them 

to lesser accountability standards.  Let their status as exciting new enterprises attract 

motivated parents who value education, motivated students who value learning, and 

motivated staff who value the smaller class sizes and extra freedom to innovate, and it 

would be pretty hard to see how they could fail. 

 

Now, when it comes to the issue of charter schools, the common wisdom is that 

organizations such as the one I represent (Oregon Education Association) stand 

unequivocally opposed to the idea.  Let me bust that myth right now.  We do not oppose 

charter schools; our concerns have always been about two things:  resources and quality.  

Some affiliated education associations have even started charter schools.  Our goals are to 

protect students as consumers of education, to protect the regular school program from 

the effects of siphoning limited resources, and to protect staff from involuntary service or 

exploitation.  As long as charter schools employ qualified educators, as long as the 

community can sustain the new charter and still enable traditional students to have 

sufficient resources in their schools too, and as long as the charter program is designed to 

develop innovations in teaching and learning, our members have given the green light.   

 

Our beef has been – and continues to be – with the folks who would exploit chartering as 

“vouchers light”.  These anti-public education types see the charter movement as a way 

to unravel public education, bust up the education unions, downsize the investment in 

public schools, lower taxes, and clear the final hurdle of public opinion against vouchers.  

This darker side of the charter movement coexists with its friendlier cousins.  If you 

doubt this, watch closely the activities of the Oregon charter movement’s “lovely 

spokesmodel”, erstwhile failed candidate for State Superintendent of Public Education, 

Rob Kremer.  He was a vocal opponent of the Legislature’s doomed attempt to raise taxes 

to sustain public schools through the latest recession. The intended consequence of his 

actions was the devastating loss of hundreds of millions of dollars to Oregon schools this 

year and next.  

 

But I digress.  The glass is half full, or, to hazard another cliché, today is a new day.  

Though someone had to take a spoon to the desert and dig for it, thanks to some federal 

Ed. Department sleight of hand, the charter school as a “magic bullet” has been 

demystified.  Amusingly, the same folks who chided me for insisting that metaphorically 



speaking, 2+2 can never equal 17, and who said that public education simply needed to 

turn water into wine (or differently abled children into a 100-percent-performance army) 

are now singing a different tune in defense of poor charter school test results.  Charter 

kids lag a half-year behind their traditional-school counterparts because of less funding, 

they say.  They perform poorly because of low socio-economic status, they say.  The 

programs haven’t had enough time to work their magic, they say.  Test scores don’t tell 

the whole story of what goes on in their classrooms, they say.  Sound familiar?   

 

The media have seen these arguments as “excuses”.  They have castigated charter 

defenders as “just as bad” as the traditional-school apologists.  Phooey on that line.  

These are not excuses, they are discoveries.  When the foes and competitors of regular 

public schools find out how hard it is to spread limited resources across the synapses of 

language barriers, learning disabilities, staffing ratios, textbook costs, and so on, they 

happen upon the one unavoidable truth we should all rejoice in unearthing: we know 

what works.  And what the obstacles are.   

 

Give me ample resources to invest in the next generation.  Give me highly qualified staff, 

enriching materials, small student-teacher ratios, well-behaved and motivated children, 

and a supportive business and parent community, and I will give you the best-educated 

students in the world.  The money can come from the state, the church, or Nike for all I 

care – its source is irrelevant.  The “magic” is in eliminating barriers for all children – 

rich or poor, of any culture, and from all kinds of families – to reach their own apex of 

potential and capacity.  Now those are unchartered waters. 
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