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Since I wrote the December 29th column, “Education can easily be improved”, I’ve had an education of my own.  I should have added to that title, “ if the education establishment wants to improve it”.  Discussions with several people in and around education, plus the attention and reporting given to education reform since the Governor took office, have convinced me that reform is unlikely until school vouchers or some similar vehicle become a reality.





The same skills with words that teachers use to teach and the same skills administrators use to manage, can be turned around to slow any possibility of change to a crawl.  The last thing the teachers union wants is any method to evaluate teachers.  They would prefer the good, average, and bad ones get the same compensation. Anything that would allow evaluation is a threat to development of a merit pay plan.





We hear about parents wanting to be able to evaluate schools by knowing how students score on standard tests.  However the teachers' union realizes, that with computers, it would also be easy then to identify the teachers of both high and low student performers. This could lead to teacher evaluation.  So what does the teachers' union want to do?  





They want to let each school district set its own standards.  Standards that could be continuously modified.  That way, no matter what the test results were, it could be attributed to changing standards.





The high school district would be immunized because, “How can we be expected to achieve uniform results with students who come from so many different elementary school districts that all have different standards?”





In their position, the teachers union is aided and abetted by the administrative hierarchy from Sacramento down to the local school district.  First of all, it’s easier and makes for much more pleasant working conditions to not have a fight going on between management (administration) and labor (teachers’ union).  So neither side blames the other and both agree that years of study will be necessary to determine what, if anything, should be changed.





Of course, once the studies are completed there will be years of discussion as to their interpretation.  Then years of developing semi-agreed upon action.  Then years of half hearted implementation ( re: phonics and the elimination of bilingual education).  What with the need for evaluation of these changes in educational methods, consideration of  new social and fiscal conditions, there will be reason to start all over again.       





Just to bring a little reality into the discussion, let me present one piece of information. St. Vincent’s elementary classes average 37 students.  I believe it is widely accepted in Petaluma that St. Vincent’s graduates are at least equal to those of any other elementary school in town.  Why then is there so much focus on reducing class size in public schools? 





Perhaps class size is only a surrogate, an excuse, or a code word for the public schools being unable to educate students properly because of excessive legal and administrative concerns.  Maybe we should quit beating around the bush and put most of the blame where the problem really lies.  It lies with those in Sacramento who have administratively and legislatively pushed the responsibility for education down to the local level without giving the local school districts the authority to manage their own systems.





If local administrators don’t have the authority to adequately deal with the issue of competent personnel and the school boards don’t have the authority to set policy on everything from attendance to sexual harassment, then nobody can be held responsible for “the mess education is in”.  And not being held responsible means there is no incentive to do anything unpleasant to make things better under present conditions.





As I said in the beginning, “ reform is unlikely until school vouchers or some similar vehicle become a reality”. 


 


