Dear Colleague,

Our New Commission on the Skills of the American Workforce report proposes to rebuild the entire K-12 American education system around the “contract school.”  It seems to me that this is a very risky bet on an idea that is essential unproven. Nor is it clear that there is sufficient capacity among contractors to handle the added institutional load.  

My more general concern is that we are critical, disrespectful and dismissive of the countervailing power and competencies of school boards, school districts, teachers and unions in the education sector.   We are essentially proposing eliminating these institutions in the operation and leadership of individual schools and handing the leadership functions for local schools over to educational contractors, who at present are unproven as a vehicle for improving teaching and learning, especially in an overarching role in large scale systems.
I see no recognition, quantitative or qualitative, of what’s lost by setting aside these mass institutions embedded in local communities.  The unions and school boards are steeped in democratic process. The school districts are the repository of administrative practice and the teachers bring the core professional knowledge and values that guide teaching and learning.  
The American mass public school system is the unique historical amalgam of these forces.  I don’t see how the narrow experience and offerings of a nascent education contracting industry substitutes for the current mix of democratic process, administrative practice and professional knowledge and values that these institution bring to the table. I see no evidence that the capabilities of the education contracting industry are up to the task at hand.        

With tens of thousands of schools and hundreds of billions in spending we’re talking about a new land-rush business in education contracting and a huge new draw on scarce public funds.  How do we know that shifting massive public resources to these new contract schools will improve teaching and learning?  

I am also concerned that we will create a powerful new force in public education that will bring no added value to teaching and learning but a powerful interest in survival, prosperity and self interested growth. As the report states on page 29:

“Schools would no longer be owned by local school districts.  Instead schools would be run by independent contractors.” 
And once the school and its chosen contractor have been joined by the power vested in state legislatures, no other administrative or democratic process will be empowered to sunder the bonds of the contracting.
The tone of the report reads like a morality play, with the contract schools cast as the good guys and the school districts, the teachers, the unions and the school boards as the bad guys. Our charge to the public seems to be to cast out the bad guys so the new gang of contractors can save the day.  Who are these contractors anyway?   
Come the “contract school’ revolution, the school boards are the “first” to go (p.29).  Elected school Boards won’t be allowed to interfere in the school level contracting frenzy because schools will have “their budget authority independent of the Board(s).”  In the backward looking scenario the report states that some states would probably “restrict(ed) the number of times the school board could meet.” 

But you shouldn’t feel sorry for the school boards, because, according to the Commission report, they get exactly what they deserve for caving in to the dastardly teachers unions.  On page 95 the report scenario explains:  

“Many states concluded that they were not going to get value for that money unless they could be sure that they could set market rates for teachers… get rid of seniority…. retrain teachers who were not able to do the job that was now expected of them and fire those who still could not do it after retraining.

Most of these rights had been negotiated away by the school boards who gave them up in collective bargaining in lean years when it was easier to give teachers control over these matters than to give them money.”   

School districts aren’t allowed to fool with the “contract schools” budgets either “unless” in “some states” the scenario tells us, “when the school’s performance was faltering there would be some limited authority over the schools budget.”  School districts “would be composed entirely of contract schools” to insure there was no favoritism toward schools run by the district and, of course, no alternative to the contract schools.
The professional and political force of democratic teacher unions is immediately done away with in the new contract school regime.  All bargaining agreements are melded into a single statewide agreement and all personnel, or at least the teachers, are hired by the state.  
In the end the school and its favored contractor stand alone with no administrative, political or professional rivals, save the occasional intervention by the state attorney general.  I can’t help but see disaster here.  How do we know that this system of contract schools will be better than the standards-based system we are already moving toward that carries lots of sunk political and economic costs?   I just don’t think it’s time to encourage everybody to pull everything we’ve worked for over the last twenty years up by the roots and start over. 

The contract schools sound like charter schools. We already have charter schools, and although the report goes to great pains to say these are not charter schools, I don’t see that the distinctions make a difference.  There are lots of good charter schools, but I have a hard time seeing these contract schools as anything but charter schools run amok as a franchise business: A charter school with a contractor buddy to pay for lunch, awards, conferences and a stream of special giveaways from key chains to novelty pens to book bags.  There will probably a revolving-door career option for all those new cash-rich teachers from cool colleges who only want to teach for a few years before they catch on with one of the big contractors or an up-and-coming outfit.
The contract school idea seems to be more about money and power than it is about teaching and learning.  And major system changes that are about money and power guarantee a protracted fight and stalemate reform. Attacking teacher collective bargaining will, and should, mobilize the entire public employee labor movement against the idea, because they all live and work by the same collective bargaining rights. To attack the scope of bargaining for one is to attack all.  Dismissing elected school board officials is also bound to be touchy business.
My other difficulty with this report is the common theme of bashing public school teachers.  I owe too much to public school teachers not to object to their mistreatment.  There are repeated references to the poor quality of American public school teachers, with no data offered as support. 
According to the report, “We generally recruit teachers from among the least able high school students who go to college” (p.22).   Teachers are “those who entered college with the lowest measured ability.”  Apparently our current teachers don’t read a lot or well or write well, are uncomfortable with ideas and are not creative.  In the future, the report says, we will need better teachers: “We will have to have teachers who write well, who read a lot and well and who are themselves good at mathematical reasoning.  And we will need teachers who are very comfortable with ideas” (p.69).  “When we invested hundreds of millions in curriculums that captured the key ideas in the disciplines, we failed to attract the teachers who were well enough educated --- (not trained, educated) to teach it well” (p.71).  Please. 

So in closing, I want to thank a few of the public school teachers who helped me along the way.  Thanks, Ms. Cunningham for getting me turned around and sending me off in the right direction. And thanks to those who took up her burdens thereafter: Mr. Dibiase, Ms. Cyr, Mr. McGaffin, Ms. Giddings, Mr. Flynn, Ms. Fournier, and Ms. Denton.                    
Sincerely,         
Tony  Carnevale
