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[Iln most cases better-off Americans simply
have a narrow view of what they are doing . . .
They do not want poor children to be harmed;
they simply want the best for their own children.
That is the point of our dilemma—how do we
get past the concern for one’s own children and
move on to a concern for all children?

EDUCATING
ALL OF THE
CHILDREN OF
ALL OF THE
PEOPLE: Will
School Choice
Help or Hinder?

by Van D. Mueller

This essay is drawn from several presentations made dur-
ing the past 12 months. The approach is probably less formal
than a typical academic presentation. However, the ideas in-
corporated here represent careful thought and genuine com-
mitment to principle and are best delivered in this more conver-
sational style.

Children cannot pull themselves up by their bootie or boot
straps. We cannot expect children to organize, fund and deliver
their own education; to make it on their own. Someone must ed-
ucate all the children just because they are children. | believe
children are the “walking wounded" of the school finance equity
wars and could become the casuaities of the choice movement.
Now too many children attend schools which are impoverished
due to wealth-based disparities and inadequate state finance
systems. Children are not born to poor schools but bred there.
They are the victims of failure of adult policymakers. | believe
there are ready solutions to the injustices in our public school
systems. | also believe that the needed resources exist. What
we lack is the commitment to all children not just our children;
and the will to act on this commitment. | believe Americans
have the capacity to have both choice and community reflected
in our policies. Educating All of The Children of All of The
People is what equity and justice in school financing is all about.

Van D. Mueller is a professor at the University of
Minnesota and a former president of the American
Education Finance Association.
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It is also what | believe can be accomplished if both organiza-
tional change (choice) and resource distribution fairness (school
financing) are considered together, as mutually supportive and
necessary reform strategies.
My thoughts about this topic have been heavily influenced
by several factors:
(1) By my 40 years experience as a professional educator;
{(2) By my visits (1988-93) to rich schools and poor
schools in Minnesota, North Dakota, South Dakota,
Missouri, Kansas and Wyoming: and

i3) By my almost 20 years as an active parent advocate
(state and national PTA) working with hundreds and
hundreds of caring and committed parents in 15 or so
states and hundreds of school districts.

More than ever | believe that for schools to be good and
strong they must be just, How we treat the “bottom layer'—the
children—uwill determine our success as a nation. The remain-
der of this article will be organized arcund several themes/ques-
tions: (1) What is equity as it relates to children? (2) Does
money really make a difference in providing education to all
children? (3} Does choice really make a difference in the educa-
tional lives of children? and (4) What can each of us, lay and
professional, palicymakers and implementer, do to assure that
all children can receive high quality educational services? Also
included is a summary update of choice activity in Minnesota.

First, what is equily as it relates to children? The more di-
verse our population and schoals have become the more we
talk about equity and the less we equalize. The school equity
discussion has focused on race and gender equity and has ne-
glected class and age equity. The school financing discussion
has too frequently centered on equity for school districts or eg-
uity for teachers or for school buildings. This fecus has placed
the attention on adults and adult-built organizations rather than
children. The debate on choice has taken on some of these
same characteristics. Another dark cloud over the discussion of
equity has to do with it being a “zero-sum” game. That is if
some people “win" some other people must "lose.” If adults win
on issues like “local control” must children lose? Is equity differ-
ent when thinking of individuals rather than of people in groups?
Does the debate on choice reflect some of the same “win-lose”
thinking? Another area of interest with respect to equity is the
tendency to constantly change the rules. Just when plaintiff par-
ents and children in some school finance equity lawsuits (Note:
there are active cases in at least 13 states at the present time'}
have assembled compelling evidence of disparities on input
measures the defendant states attempt to change the rules and
want to focus on outcomes—or at least those “outputs” which
can be easily measured such as achievement tests. Is this fair?
Webster defines equity as fairmess, impartiality and justice. Can
these principles provide a useful working guide? Can we edu-
cate all of the children of all of the people by accepting these
notions for policy development in choice and school financing?
They seem to me to provide a useful start. It seems clear to me
that neither equity nor choice has commanded significant atten-
tion or has been a major goal of U. S. education regardless of
which definition is employed.

According to the Childrens”. Defense Fund, 25 percent of
our children live in poverty.” It is a massive national disaster of
epidemic proportions. If a disease affected 25 percent of our
population we would be up in arms! Do we truly care about our
children? Are the motives back of movements to provide
school choice and to equalize school funding designed to ben-
efit children or adults? What is our evidence here? Adults are
clearly in control of the educational and policymaking institu-
tions of our society, children are most often without voice or
representation. Schiller's comment that “the voice of the major-
ity is not proof of justice” probably applies. Our school finance
systems and school organization systems are not fair or just to
children.
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tivated students higher test scores would just reflect the
different students rather than better school curriculum
or pregram.

2. Will choice programs lead to the creation of segregated
or elitist schools with the best students being lured to
the best schools and the less gifted left behind? Choice
critics warn that the "skimming” or "creaming” of the
best students is inevitable. They argue that choice will
create an even larger gap between rich and poor, be-
tween motivated and the unmotivated; and push our
country even further toward a two-tier society. Pro-
ponents argue that this does not have to happen, that
transfers which undermine desegregation plans can be
prohibited. Both proponents and opponents are in
agreement that unless there is diversity available in ed-
ucational programs there is no possibility of any real
choice being available.

3. Should secular and church-related private schools be
included in a choice program designed primarily for
public school students? This is among the most sensi-
tive issues surrounding the school choice policy de-
bate. Many experts, including choice advocates argue
that including private and parochial schools in a choice
system could destroy public education in America.
Others suggest that if parents abandon the public
schools it reflects how bad they are and how desper-
ately parents want to see improvements. This debate
also touches on the question of whether inclusion of
parachial schools in choice plans would violate the U.S.
Constitution’s doctrine of separation of church and
state. In Minnesota Governor Perpich's assurance that
choice would be public scheol choice only was a pivotal
factor in its adoption in 1985. The support of the
Minnesota PTA and other organizations and individuals
would have evaporated had choice been broadened to
include private schools.

4. Will choice undermine the current education establish-
ment and transfer responsibility for cheosing curricula,
setting graduation standards and running the schools?
Empowering parents to choose their children’s schools
without doubt changes the entire power dynamic in
schoaols. Accompanied by the empowerment of teach-
ers, principals and parents under school-based man-
agement plans the existing school structures will be
weakened andf/or be substantially revised. Power and
influence issues and questions of who will or should
control the schools add additicnal questions about em-
ployee unions, the role of school boards, competition
between lay persons and professional educators as
well as policy issues with respect to state-mandates v.
local initiative and control.

5. Will choice pragrams increase or decrease educational
expenditures?® Supporters and critics of school choice
differ sharply on its budgetary impact. Critics say choice
pregrams would end up adding to educational expendi-
tures in several areas. One of the most expensive areas
is student transportation. Even supporters of choice
agree that choice will not work unless school districts
provide student transportation or reimburse parents for
these costs. Other areas of increased expenditures in-
clude the need to provide improved and diversified edu-
cational programs, to provide for improved communica-
tion and public information about available choices and
to train all parents to make informed choices for their
children. In addition to transportation costs each of
those areas would create new resource demands to in-
crease the current capacity of most school districts to
provide diverse programs of quality and to inform con-
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stituents. A final cost-related issue is associated with
the loss of funds in those districts where substantial
numbers of students leave for other districts and take
along their eligibility for state aids. Choice certainly does
not appear to be a money-saver.

Before bringing this paper to a close with some summary
remarks | want to give you a brief progress report an the status
of choice programs in Minnesota since its choice program his-
tory is somewhat longer than elsewhere. Minnesota's K-12 en-
rollment options programs {open enrollment across district
lines and other programs) are not a Minneapolis/St. Paul met-
ropalitan area or super-star phenomenon.” A significant num-
ber of students from around the state (36,000 or about 4 per-
cent) are using one or more enrollment option programs. Some
programs are more heavily used by non-metro students while
some seem to better meet the needs of metro students. And
well over half of the students using choice programs are stu-
dents at risk of failing in traditional school settings.

The programs students participated in during 1992—
1993 included:

1. Attending school outside their home district;

2. Attending multi-district area learning centers for stu-

dents at risk;

3. Attending public or private alternative programs for at-

risk students:

4. Taking classes at public or private post-secondary insti-

tutions; or

5. Taking college level courses in their own schools.

About 42 percent, or over 15,000 students who used enroll-
ment options programs in 1992-93 had either dropped out of
school previously or were at risk of dropping out. The next
largest group of students, about 8,000 or 22 percent used the
post-secondary enrollment options program to attend post-
secondary institutions. The state picks up the bill for their tuition.
Over 13,000 students or 36 percent chose to attend school out-
side of their resident district under the open enroliment pro-
gram. State funding follows the student. Non-metro students ac-
counted for almost two-thirds of the open enroliment transfers.

In 199293 about 8 percent of the state's 11th and 12th
graders took post-secondary courses under the Post-secondary
Enrollment options program. The students came from 75 per-
cent of Minnesota’s school districts.

The impact of Minnesota’s school choice programs is diffi-
cult to measure. At its core school choice in Minnesota remains
more a question of ideclogy than evidence. Neither proponents
nor opponents have been very accurate in their predictions of
impact. School choice programs have certainly influenced the
destiny of certain individual school districts, mostly smaller rural
districts. Choice has affected the types of programs schools are
offering in a large number of instances. The number of school
settings serving at-risk students has tripled in the last seven
years. A number of districts have added magnet schools or
“schools within schools.” Teachers and parents have put to-
gether over 20 proposals for chartered schools. All of the eight
charters authorized under the original law were approved by the
State Board of Education. During the 1992-93 school year only
two charter schools were in operation. What is probably becom-
ing clearer over time is that the impact of choice programs in
Minnesota is understated due to the overemphasis on transfer
to other school districts and the lack of data on people who
make choices within districts or who become informed, consider
options and choose to stay put.

In sum, there are a number of important policy relevant
conclusions which follow from the issues and ideas presented
here. They are:

1} Even the most effective school choice plans will not

solve all of our education problems. Clearly we need to
learn more and practice more completely what we
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know about children’s learning. We need to implement
the best curriculum, employ the best technology, retrain
teachers to meet new student needs and help parents
take charge of their children's learning. In and of itself
choice provides only a shell—a mechanism—1o en-
courage these activities.

2) Al choice plans will probably help some families more
than others. The challenge which we face is to make
certain that those children most at risk become the first
recipients of the new efforts to improve our schools and
that choice be used to leverage a closing of the gap be-
tween have's and have not’s.

3) Choice is not a money-saver. There are advocates of
choice who stress competition to the neglect of cooper-
ation or collaboration, who stress the cost-savings of
the market philosophy, and whose ulterior motives
have little to do with children. If educational choice is to
work for all of the children of all of the people some up-
front development capital is needed. This is true be-
cause improved diversity in program options, trans-
portation of students, better communication about
choices and training of all parents in making sound
choices all cost money. While this new expenditure
could and should be considered as an investment there
will be little in the way of a dividend as value-added
from an organizational change like choice without ac-
companying resources.

4) Doing nothing to improve the education for all children
may be more dangerous than doing something. The
public school systems in America are strong and re-
silient. The fear that choice within the public sector will
destroy the public schools is not well-founded. In both
human and organizational terms the wastefulness of
continuing to under-educate or miseducate a substan-
tial segment of the youth of our nation is by far the
higher risk.

Finally, what can each of us, lay and professional alike, do
to assure that all children receive high quality educational
services?

It probably would be well for us to begin by publicly ac-
knowledging the persistent condition of unequal education which
plagues our nation. Unless we admit this problem we are un-
likely to address solutions and remedies. The irony of this is
played out in state after state as public dollars are used to de-
fend unfairness in access to education. Can we redress the
longstanding problems of distributing better education to some
children and youth and worse education to others? What place
do new organizational arrangements have in bringing about
quality education for all children? Can cheice work or gain broad
public acceptance without the provision of a “level-playing field”
for the market competition? Should we continue to allow stu-
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dents to attend schools which we would not permit our own chil-
dren or grandchildren to attend? How many teachers and school
administrators waork in one district and either send their children
to non-public schools or to other public schools because they
know of the inferior conditions and programs in their district of
employment? Many years ago John Dewey suggested that the
quality of education which we should provide all children is the
quality of education demanded by the best and wisest parent.
Why can’t we do this? Kozol pointed out in Savage Inequalities
that in most cases better off Americans simply have a narrow
view of what they are doing. He wrote, “they do not want poor
children to be harmed. They simply want the best for their own
children.” This is the point of our dilemma then. How do we get
past the concern for “one's own children” and move on to a con-
cern for all children? Is choice at all compatible with concepts of
community, of concern for all children? If it truly takes a whole
community to educate a child how do we balance the common
good with individual initiative?

Surely we can together find the resources, organizational
know-how and political will to enable all of our children to begin
their lives with the support of the best education we know how
to provide. We all have a stake in assuring that justice prevails
for each child in each classroom and in each school district
across America. For as the lyrics at the beginning of Act 2 of
the musical Miss Saigon so elaquently illustrate: “they are the
living reminder of all the good we have failed to do for we know
deep in our heart that they are all our children too!"
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