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| sometimeswonder: what would have happened if the
Governor or State Legislature had wiped out all the schools
Board in the state, and replaed it with a system controlled lock-
stock-and-barrell with the Governor, under the slogan of
accountability?

L ots of citizens, likethosein y hometown upstate, gripe about
their local school board, but you and | know there' sbe hell to
pay if we abolished their voicein their schools.

Why isit, then, so easy to eliminate lay voicesonly in our big
citieswith predominantly low income students of color as our
school clientele? Who are we afraid of ?

Note: the“rest of the state” isnot alot larger than New York
City, and the Governor not much closer to the action than the
Mayor.

The folks making decisions about whether Jack should be
promoted are not educators, not even the educator s selected by
the Mayor, nor the parents of the students, but people with
histories and tiesto even less accountable sectors of our
economy—and whose children rarely attend public schools.



We'rein themidst of aperiod in history that has profound
disrespect for experience and knowledge—and those who
whine most about our incompetent teachers and schoolsare
leading the parade.

Auto companies arerun by people who know nothing about
cars, and schools by people who know nothing about schools.
Even asa principal it was hard ot to fall into that trap with
those neat ideas | had as| fell adeep, that fell apart under the
scrutiny of my colleagues who might have had to implement
them.

How odd that the folks who have been advising the Mayor
represent some of the most unaccountable playerson the
American stage—resistersto the most basic forms of oversight.
(And by amayor who publicly arguesin the NY Timesthat
there should be no “ oversight” of his powers.)

But let me switch to sometruthsfrom a very old-timer, one
who spent nearly 30 yearsasateacher and principal in some
of NYC’smost innovative and successful schools. Me.

Reform didn’t begin with Bloomberg; and in fact thereisn’'t a
scintilla of evidence that —overall —the children of NYC are
better off today than they were before he became Mayor. I'm
sympathetic--the problem is pretty huge and no other city has
solved it; except that he either really believes he has succeeded
or hastried to convince all of us of that there' sbeen a small
miracle under hisleadership. Neither graduation rates nor test
scor es confirm hisenthusiasm for hisown reign.



I’d even sympathize with that if he wasn’t such a zealot for so-
called “hard” data. Thereisno hard data that says he has
moved usforward. Not that he hasn’t tried, changing plans
every few years, and so have all hissubordinates. | know first
hand all the waysin which principals are capable of giving
their bossesthe hard data they want. They couldn’t giveit to
him because it wasn’t there.

The hard data ssimply doesn’t show what he claimsit does.

But saddest of all ishow easy it isto fool a lot of people alot of
the time—to invent myths that become common wisdom.

| heard onein D.C. last week about China—as a well-meaning
congressman asked how it could be that China now graduates
97% of itsyoung people, when we graduate only 50%. Of
coursethereality isthat 90% of the Chinesedon’t even start
high school. But like everyoneelse, | didn’t correct him.
We'rejust too damn polite. And after awhile, we're not

mer ely polite, but we passthe myth on.

Weforget it was nonsense.

And so it has been for decades about our schools; and NYC is
aprime example. Not alone, but not far behind the Texas or
Chicago miracles—which collapsed as soon asthe next
politician inherited the mess.

We pay apricefor thelack of an open process of gover nance.
Democracy isn’t a sure-fire cure—for sure—but it’sthe one
and only possibility. And evenifitisn’t, it'sthe oneweclaim
allegianceto. And it’swhat our schoolsare all about teaching
us about.



Here sanother example closer to my lifestory. Theclaimis
that Mayoral control may appear centralizing but that, in fact,
at itsheart isdecentralization down to the school level, the
empower ment of principals!

Right? What principal daresto stand up and say it aint so!
|ts unanimous,

| became a principal in 1974 of a K-6™ grade school, and of a
second in 1978, and then of athird, a 7""-12"" grade secondary
school in 1985. Thereisn’'t asingle power that current
principals now havethat | didn’t have, and alot that they
don’t havethat | did! And | was hardly alone—just ask some
of my old colleagues. Some used their powers, somedidn’t;
and it’strue neither the Central nor the District boards
encour aged them to do so.

It isamyth that principalshad their handstied in the bad old
days. Yes, therewasa lot of bureaucratic tangle. And there
still is! Yes, we didn’t solve the question of how to take
advantage of the best wisdom availableto usin open and
transparent ways. And we still don’t.

Yes, we couldn’t get rid of people without due process; and |
wouldn’t want it otherwise.

But the union that the Mayor complains about eagerly
embraced our ideas, and moved to change the process of hiring
—and they convinced their members and changed the contract.
Thefirst major example of high school reform of an existing
failed secondary school wasthejoint project of the union and
management---who together championed a processthat led to
the Julia Richman Educational Complex—one of the leading
examples nationwide of successful big school to small schools
reforms—and which isnow under threat of closure.



It’swhen we're not afraid that we find it easiest, not hardest to
talk truth to each other, take somerisks. When we want
dictatorial power iswhen union’s are most needed, not least.

At CPESS, and the other schools we wor ked closely with, we
had control over our budget, our curriculum and our
assessments.

We designed, with the assistance of city and state and union, a
challenging processfor deter mining graduation standardsthat
led to unprecedented successin a student body of largely so-
called “at risk” students. We graduated 90% of whom 90%
went on mostly to 4-year colleges.

Therewasin thelate 80s and early 90s, the beginning of a
stunning opening up of ideas about schooling. An ever
enlarging alter native school division, encompassing 50,000
high school students, wasthriving with some of the least likely
students, and proposals were on thetable for spreading these
ideas across all five bor oughs—with the union’s support!

District 5—central Harlem—Ilooked bad. The mayor hasfound
a solution to that that we hadn’t dreamed of. Changethe
population. Ditto for East Harlem. The Bronx—which if it
wer e a city hasarecord equal to D.C.—will apparentoy have
towait awhilefor gentrification to improvetheir schools.

Meanwhile, all over the city the wonderful idea of small schools
of choice has evolved into small schools for different kids. Isit
still a good idea? Yes, but it began under decentralization, not
Mayoral control, and it’stimeto reassessit’simpact on equity.

I’m not calling for areturn to the good old days.
Ditto for Harlem.



What’s changed? Thereare still oasis of good practice, amidst
public hype that suggests vast improvements. And hard

wor king colleagues continueto struggle, and they make a
difference.

But they are handicapped for many of the same reasons—not
enough power—or even voice-- in the hands of those who can
best make a difference.

Mayoral control has moved usfurther and further away from
hearing the voices of citizensor professionals, parentsor
teachers, much lesskids!

It has moved usfurther and further from the kind of mutual
respect and trust that allows expertise to be used well, and the
voices of those who know the most to reach the voices of those
with power.

Thefurther apart thesetwo are, the greater the suspicion, fear
and dysfunction.

Mayor alty control need to berethought, root and branch. We
need waysto insist that schools beresponsible for decisions
that are best made inside schools by the people who are most
affected. Weneed tolook at Boston’sinteresting work with
“pilot schools’ , for example. We need to enlist school people,
not Wall Street experts, to design wiser waysto hold people
accountable. We need to remind our selves that democracy
itself wasinvented as a way to hold leader s accountable, not
the enemy of accountability.

Before we decide whether it’s okay to pay children (and
teachers) to learn and do well in school, we need to ask who
hastheright to make such decisions on our behalf?



| came back from China—thereal one—a year and a half ago,
and I’'m intrigued by how many ways NY C isbeginning to
remind me of Beljing, and alasit’s not a happy thought. We
are not ready to trade in our democratic voicein theraising of
our children in the hopesthat the Mayor’sfriendswill have
better ideasthan we all collectively do.
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