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at the National Education Association’s annual convention 
in San Diego last July, Bob Chanin, its outgoing general 
counsel of 41 years, gave a farewell-to-the-troops speech 

that will live on in infamy. For the first part of his 25-minute 
speech, Mr. Chanin was engaging, self-deprecating, and hu-
morous. But after fifteen minutes, his tone darkened, and he 
launched into a rant that will not be forgotten soon by anyone 
involved with education reform. 

Referring to NEA’s detractors as “conservative and right- 
wing bastards,” he lit into groups such as the Landmark Legal 
Foundation, the National Right to Work Committee, as well as 
Fox News, the Wall Street Journal, and Forbes magazine. He 
claimed that these entities pick on the NEA and its affiliates “be-
cause they have been the most successful unions in the United 
States and the nation’s leading advocates for public education 
and the type of liberal social and economic agenda that these 
groups find objectionable.”

While Mr. Chanin openly and proudly admits that the NEA has 
a liberal social and economic agenda, that agenda unfortunately 
does not include improving education. As an example, the NEA 
has consistently fought against the expansion of charter schools. 
Why? What is it about charter schools that causes such concern? 
After all, charter schools are public schools. Could it be that 
most charter schools are not controlled by union contracts? 

Charter schools are public schools that are allowed to operate 
with less red tape and fewer suffocating union rules than other 
public schools have to deal with and do it with far less money 
than traditional public schools. Over 4,000 of these schools in 
the U.S. (almost all are nonunionized) cater to a higher per-
centage of minorities and poor students than public schools do. 
In California, twelve of the top fifteen performing schools are 
charters. Of these, three are in Oakland and cater to very poor 
children. In Los Angeles, the second largest school district in 
America, charters had a median API score of 728 as compared 
to 663 for regular public schools in 2008, motivating the liberal-
leaning school board to vote 6-1 to open competitive bidding on 
200 new charters for its lowest performing schools. 

What is the NEA’s official line on charters? A resolution that 
won approval at its latest convention spells it out:

NEA shall oppose any initiative to greatly expand the growth 
of charter schools and assist its state affiliates in identifying 
any effective practices incubated therein that could subse-
quently be implemented in our traditional public schools. 
By no means should this effort conflict with the ongoing 
and necessary work of organizing charter school teachers, 
nor should it conflict with charter schools that meet NEA 
guidelines. (New Business Item 16—2009)

"NEA shall oppose any 
initiative to greatly 
expand the growth of 
charter schools."

By Larry Sand
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So charters are fine as long as they meet NEA guidelines. That 
means, of course, as long as the NEA can collect dues from char-
ter teachers. But maybe it’s deeper than that. Maybe the NEA’s 
real concern is in the interest of self-preservation. Charters are 
being promoted by the far right as a tool to bring down unions. 
Isn’t that right?

Well, just who are the right wing bastards who support the 
proliferation of charter schools? One is Steve Barr who operates 
seventeen (and counting) successful Green Dot charter schools 
in Los Angeles. A card-carrying Democrat, Barr served on the 
presidential campaigns of President Clinton and Governor Mi-
chael Dukakis. 

The Democrats for Education Reform are strong believers in 
charter schools; the group’s statement of principles includes the 
following: 

These systems (public education), once viewed romantical-
ly as avenues of opportunity for all, have become captive 
to powerful, entrenched interests that too often put the de-
mands of adults before the educational needs of children.

The “entrenched interests” mentioned here is a thinly veiled 
reference to the teachers unions.

Perhaps Ground Zero for charter school reform is Washing-
ton, D.C., whose public schools are a national embarrassment: 
tops in spending, last in achievement. Democratic Mayor Adrian 
Fenty took action. He brought in a high-powered teacher re-
cruiter, Michelle Rhee, to turn things around. Ms. Rhee, also a 
Democrat, inaugurated many reforms and pushed for many oth-
ers, joining President Obama in supporting merit pay. 

The Second Front of the War
Around the same time, another ongoing reform effort in D.C. 

drew NEA’s ire. As fierce opponents of any voucher program (in 
2008-2009 there was some form of school choice in ten states), 
it set its sights on the district’s Opportunity Scholarship Pro-
gram. This tiny but successful voucher program was designed 
to give 1,700 financially strapped parents (mostly poor African- 
Americans in D.C.) the opportunity to spring their children from 
horrendous public schools, getting back a few thousand of their 
tax dollars to help pay the tuition at a private school of their 
choosing. A number of the 1,700 lucky lottery winners were able 
to attend Sidwell Friends, the same school attended by President 
Obama’s children. 

How did the union take on D.C.’s school choice program? 
Perhaps all we need to know is what NEA President Dennis Van 
Roekel wrote to legislators on March 5, 2009.

Dear Senator: 
The National Education Association strongly opposes any 
extension of the District of Columbia private school voucher 
… program. We expect that Members of Congress who sup-
port public education, and whom we have supported, will 
stand firm against any proposal to extend the pilot program. 
Actions associated with these issues WILL be included in 
the NEA Legislative Report Card for the 111th Congress.

So, we had a powerful union warning legislators that they 
would be taking names of anyone who dared to stray from the 

NEA party line and continue funding the voucher program.
Three months later, Congress dutifully voted to eliminate it.
The African-American parents and their children who benefit-

ed from it are heartbroken. I wonder if Mr. Chanin thinks these 
folks qualify as “right-wing bastards.”

Citizens’ Commission on Civil Rights
On July 4th, just two days before Mr. Chanin made his speech, 

a report called “National Teachers’ Unions and the Struggle over 
School Reform” was released by the Citizens’ Commission on 
Civil Rights. The authors, including former senators Bill Bradley 
and Birch Bayh, D.C. Congresswoman Eleanor Holmes Norton, 
and civil rights leader Roger Wilkins—all liberals—maintain 
that the teachers unions consistently block any and every mean-
ingful education reform effort. Their well-documented report 
concludes:

In their attack on education reform, the national unions have 
often been unconstrained by:

considerations of propriety and fairness. They have sought 
to inject weakening amendments in appropriations bill…. 
They have used the courts to launch an attack on education 
reform, employing arguments that could imperil many fed-
eral assistance programs going back to the New Deal. They 
have failed to inform their own members of the content of 
federal reform laws. Worse yet, the NEA has on more than 
one occasion counseled disobedience to the law….

Later in the study, David Kilpatrick, who spent twelve years 
as a top union officer, stated: 

The unions do everything possible to maintain [the status 
quo]…rather than (backing) reforms that mean real changes. 
Not coincidentally they also almost uniformly call for the 
spending of more money and the creation of more teaching 
positions, which, of course, result in an increase in union 
membership, union income, and union power. 

Mr. Chanin’s claims of NEA’s “success” are specious to con-
cerned citizens across the political spectrum who realize that 
educating our children is far more important than advancing 
the union’s political agenda. The fact that Democrat leaders, the 
Wall Street Journal, Fox News, and poor African-Americans in 
Washington, D.C. all agree on the critical need for education re-
form—reform that Mr. Chanin and the NEA oppose—leaves the 
union naked before us all as nothing more than an entrenched, 
powerful organization whose many goals have nothing to do with 
providing our kids with a quality public school education.  

Larry Sand, a classroom teacher in Los Ange-
les public schools for more than 28 years, is 
the president of the California Teachers Em-
powerment Network (ctenhome.org).

A different version of this article appeared in 
the Winter 2010 edition of City Journal.
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Head Start Lags 
Behind
Long-Overdue Head Start 
Evaluation Shows No 
Lasting Benefit for Children

By Lindsay Burke

The Obama administration released 
the long-overdue first-grade evalua-

tion of the federal Head Start program. As 
many suspected, the results show that the 
$7 billion-per-year program provides lit-
tle benefit to children—and great expense 
to taxpayers.

Few Sustained Benefits
The evaluation, which was mandated 

by Congress during the 1998 reauthoriza-
tion of the program, found little impact 
on student well-being. After collecting 
data on more than 5,000 three and four-
year-old children randomly assigned to 
either a Head Start or a non-Head Start 
control group, the Department of Health 
and Human Services (HHS) found “few 
sustained benefits.” From the report:

In sum, this report finds that provid-
ing access to Head Start has benefits 

for both �-year-olds and 4-year-olds 
in the cognitive, health, and parent-
ing domains, and for �-year-olds in 
the social-emotional domain. How-
ever, the benefits of access to Head 
Start at age four are largely absent by 
1st grade for the program population 
as a whole. For �-year-olds, there 
are few sustained benefits, although 
access to the program may lead to 
improved parent-child relationships 
through 1st grade…

While these results are uninspiring, 
they become even less impressive when 
more closely examined. 

Questionable Statistics
The Heritage Institute’s David Muhl-

hausen calls into question the less-than-
rigorous statistical methods employed by 
HHS:

In some cases, HHS reports statisti-
cally significant impacts based on a 
standard of statistical significance 
is p<0.10 which is not the norm for 
most social scientists. The 0.05 level 
is the norm. With a sample of 4,667 
children, there is no reason to use 
the easier 0.10 level. The larger your 
sample size, the easier it is to find 
statistically significant findings, so 
using 0.10 as the standard for statisti-
cal significance is unwarranted with 

such a large sample 
size… For example, 
if they used the stan-
dard level of sig-
nificance for the 1st 
grade year language 
and literacy mea-
sures, then the study 
would report no sta-
tistically measurable 
impact on all eleven 
measures. Instead, 
the lower standard 
used by HHS allows 
for them to report 
that Head Start had 
at least one positive 
impact on raised lan-
guage and literacy.

In essence, had HHS 
not used a less-rigorous 
method of evaluating 
Head Start, the report 
would have shown no 

impact on the language and literacy out-
comes for the four-year-old cohort.

$100 Billion
Taxpayers have been funding more 

than $100 billion for the Head Start pro-
gram since 1965. This federal evaluation, 
which effectively shows no lasting im-
pact on children after first grade and no 
difference between those children who at-
tended Head Start and those who did not, 
should call into question the merits of in-
creasing funding for the program, which 
the Obama administration recently did as 
part of the so-called “stimulus” bill.

Head Start is the federal government’s 
largest early education program. As Con-
gress considers expanding the federal gov-
ernment’s role in early childhood educa-
tion, the new Head Start evaluation should 
clearly signal to policymakers the neces-
sity of reforming existing programs.  

Lindsey Burke is a 
research assistant at 
The Heritage Foun-
dation (http://blog.
heritage.org)
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Blockbuster 
Educational 
Reforms Coming 
to Tennessee
Reforms are so significant 
some teachers may already 
be packing their bags. We 
say that’s a good thing.

By J.E. Stone, Ed.D.

Tennessee can take justifiable pride in 
its Race to the Top (RTTT) applica-

tion. It is a bold plan, and it succeeds by 
ensuring that the key elements of school-
ing enterprise—governance, hiring, com-
pensation, and training—all treat student 
achievement gains as schooling’s top 
priority. Even retention for tenured teach-
ers is subject to job performance require-
ments.

In years of looking at similar propos-
als, I see the Tennessee plan as one that 
goes to the heart of schooling’s seemingly 
intractable problems: a lack of clear pri-
orities. Going forward, good schooling 
in Tennessee will be known by the stu-
dent achievement gains that it produces. 
It may produce additional benefits—as 
good schooling almost always does—but 
it must enhance student knowledge and 
skills.

Student Learning
Under the plan, virtually all organi-

zational decisions must be sensitive to 
their impact on student learning. If fully 
embraced and implemented, Tennessee’s 
plan will both advance the state educa-
tionally and serve as a model for educa-
tional improvement nationally. Its reli-
ance on the Sanders model value-added 
data is especially important.

Despite its many virtues, the RTTT 
plan may not be well received by all—es-
pecially those teachers, administrators, 
and professors whose approach to edu-
cation will have to become far more re-
sults-oriented and accountable. For near-
ly three decades, Tennessee (and most 
states) has been working to convince the 
educational community that improved 

student achievement must be schooling’s 
top priority. Far too often, however, that 
message has been ignored.

Tennessee’s Value-Added Assessment 
System (TVAAS) was created in the late 
eighties by Dr. William Sanders, then 
of the University of Tennessee. Yet, as 
of January 1, 2010, eighteen years after 
TVAAS was adopted, only 14 percent of 
Tennessee teachers had opened the online 
account necessary for teachers to access 
their students’ data. Unfortunately, many 
school districts and the great majority of 
teacher training institutions have simply 
acted as though TVAAS did not exist.

Now that the mandate has been made 
clear and TVAAS data is being made still 
more accessible, Tennesseans can expect 
to see a much clearer alignment between 
public policy and classroom-level prac-
tice.

The statutory and policy elements are 
in place, and Tennessee’s 136 school dis-
tricts have all signed memorandums of 
understanding committing them to the 
planned reforms regardless of whether 

the state’s RTTT proposal is funded. If 
fully implemented, the changed policies 
are likely to have a dramatic effect on stu-
dent achievement in Tennessee:

Promotion, compensation, and reten-
tion will now be based on student 
learning gains as measured largely by 
TVAAS. So will tenure and retention of 
all teachers.

Teachers will be categorized annually 
on a 5-point scale ranging from “highly 
effective” to “ineffective.”

Approximately 30 percent of Tennes-
see’s teachers are now producing less 
than one year of academic growth per 
year. The state’s goal is to reduce that 
percentage to 10 percent in four years 
and to zero thereafter.

Teacher performance improvement 
will primarily be achieved through 
customized professional development; 
however, teachers who fail to improve 
with mentoring and assistance will be 
subject to dismissal for “ineffective-
ness” or “incompetence.” Only those 
professional development programs 
with demonstrated effectiveness will be 
eligible for continued funding.

University-based and alternative teach-
er preparation programs will be evalu-
ated on the basis of their graduates’ 
ability to produce student achievement 
gains. Program-by-program results 
will be tracked and publicly reported 
in Tennessee’s online teacher prepara-
tion report card. Successful university 
programs will be expanded and unsuc-
cessful ones given a specified amount 
of time to improve or undergo decer-
tification.

The challenge of implementation lies 
ahead but Tennessee is clearly on the 
right path.  

J.E. Stone, Ed.D. is 
president of Education 
Consumers Founda-
tion. Visit www.educa-
tion-consumers.org. 
The Education Con-
sumers Foundation has 
created a list of policy 
highlights with links to 

relevant passages of Tennessee’s 1100+ page 
RTTT document.

•

•

•

•

•

Going forward, good 
schooling in Tennessee will 
be known by the student 
achievement gains that it 
produces.
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History Relevant 
to Them
NC debates the role of 
history in schools
by Will Fitzhugh

North Carolina is considering drop-
ping the teaching of United States 

History before 1877 for its public high 
school students. Quite a number of U.S. 
History teachers have argued for years 
that they should have two years for the 
subject, but North Carolina has just 
dropped year one.

One argument they advance for doing 
this is that it will make our history “more 
relevant” to their students because it will 
be “closer” to their own lives.

The logical end of this approach will 
be, I suppose, to constrict the teaching 
of U.S. History to the latest results for 
American Idol.

This is just one more egregious con-
sequence of the flight from academic 
knowledge in our schools.

One of the authors published in The 
Concord Review wrote more than 1�,000 
words on Anne Hutchinson, who not only 
lived before the student did, but also lived 
and died more than two centuries before 
1877. How was this possible? That public 
high school student (who later graduated 
summa cum laude from Yale and won a 
Rhodes Scholarship) read enough about 
Anne Hutchinson so that her life became 
relevant enough to the student to let her 
write a long serious term paper about her.

For students who don’t read history, 
and don’t know any history from any 
other source, of course anything that hap-
pened “back then” seems not too relevant 
to their own lives, whether it is or not.

It is the job of the history teacher to 
encourage and require students to learn 
enough history so that what happened 
in the past is understood to be relevant, 
whether it is Roman Law or Greek Phi-
losophy or the Han Dynasty or the Glori-
ous Revolution or our own.

If the student (and the teacher) has 
never read The Federalist Papers, then 
the whole process by which we formed a 
strong constitutional government will re-
main something of a mystery to him, and 

may indeed seem to be irrelevant to his 
own life.

Kieran Egan quotes Bertrand Russell as 
saying: “The first task of education is to 
destroy the tyranny of the local and im-
mediate over the child’s imagination.”

Now, the folks in North Carolina have 
not completely abandoned their high 
school history students to American Idol 
or to only those things that are local and 
immediate in North Carolina. After all, 
President Rutherford B. Hayes rarely ap-
pears on either local television or MTV, 
so it will be a job for teachers to make 
Hayes seem relevant to their lives. Stu-
dents will indeed have to learn something 
about the 1870s and even the 1860s, per-
haps, before that time will come to seem 
at all connected to their own.

But the task of academic work is not to 
appeal to a student’s comfortable confine-
ment to his own town, friends, school, 
and historical time.

Academic work, most especially histo-
ry, opens the student to the wonderful and 
terrible events and the notable human be-
ings of the ages. To confine him to what is 
relevant to him before he does academic 
work is to attempt to shrink his awareness 
of the world to an unforgivable degree.

North Carolina has not done that, of 
course. If they had made an effort to teach 
United  States History in two years, or 

perhaps, if they decided to allow only one 
year, many will feel that they should have 
chosen Year One, instead of starting with 
Rutherford B. Hayes. These are curricular 
arguments worth having.

But in no case should educators be 
justified in supporting academic work 
that requires less effort on the part of 
students to understand what is different 
from them, whether it is Cepheid variable 
stars or Chinese characters or the basics 
of molecular biology or calculus or the 
proceedings of an American meeting in 
Philadelphia in 1787.

Our job as educators is to open the 
whole world of learning to them, to see 
that they make serious efforts in it, and 
not to allow them to confine themselves 
to the ignorance with which they arrive 
into our care.  

Will Fitzhugh is a 
Harvard graduate 
who taught for ten 
years at Concord-
Carlisle Regional 
High School and 
is founder of The 
Concord Review 
in 1987. For more 
information visit 
www.tcr.org.

In response to the media attention to proposed changes, State 
Superintendent June Atkinson issued a press release, portions of 
which are excerpted below.

National media coverage of the state’s initial draft revision of the 
social studies standards this week included an incomplete descrip-
tion of the new standards, which are slated for several rounds of 
revision before being finalized. 

North Carolina’s social studies standards are being revised to provide students more 
time to study United States History by providing a full year of U.S. History in both el-
ementary school and middle school. Currently, students do not have a full year of U.S. 
History in elementary school, and they do not study U.S. history in middle school. The 
process of revising the curriculum standards has just begun, and the current draft is 
expected to undergo several revisions in coming months.

Students would build on that study in high school civics and economics and in U.S. 
History. The high school civics course includes learning about our nation’s develop-
ment and foundation. The high school U.S. History course would begin with 1877, 
the end of Reconstruction, in order to give students and teachers time to study our 
nation’s history in more depth. The years prior to Reconstruction would have been 
covered with students three times before—in fourth grade (as part of North Carolina 
history), in fifth grade, and in seventh grade. 

Rebuttal
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Signs of the Times

If this month’s lead article on the NEA seems a little harsh, 
here is some news about the “other union.” An 

Education Intelligence Agency (EIA) analysis 
of the American Federation Teachers (AFT) 
financial disclosure report for the 2008-09 
fiscal year reveals the national union con-
tributed almost $5.3 million to advocacy 
groups and charities. Although AFT con-
tributed to many of the same groups as 
NEA, the bulk of its spending reflects its 
differences with the larger union more than 

its similarities.
AFT’s expenditures were far more oriented 

to the larger labor movement. One might think that its affilia-
tion with the AFL-CIO would preclude such a concentration, 
but many recipients of AFT’s donations have little connection to 
education. AFT’s charitable contributions are more diverse than 
NEA’s, with recipients such as Freedom House, the United Way, 
and the Vietnam Veterans Assistance Fund.

Some of the larger amounts went into Colorado to support the 
organizing of Colorado WINS, a coalition of labor organizations 
formed to take advantage of Gov. Bill Ritter’s 2007 executive 
order to allow union representation of state workers.

Here are some of the recipients of AFT’s contributions. All of 
these were paid for with members’ dues money (the union’s fed-
eral PAC is a separate entity funded through voluntary means):

ACORN (Maryland) - $21,894
 ACORN (national) - $25,000
American Rights at Work - $1,510,000
Citizens for Tax Justice - $15,000
Coalition of Black Trade Unionists - $12,035
Coalition of Labor Union Women - $5,000
Congressional Black Caucus Foundation, Inc. - $45,000
Congressional Hispanic Caucus Institute - $55,000
Economic Policy Institute - $407,208
Edward M. Kennedy Institute for the US Senate - $500,000
Health Care for America Now! - $125,000
National Conference of State Legislatures - $36,938
National Public Pension Coalition - $90,000
Rainbow PUSH Coalition - $25,000
Working America - $595,000

Source—The Education Intelligence Agency’s Communiqué. Visit 
www.eiaonline.com for more information.

AFT Gave Almost $5.3 Million to Advocacy Groups

On the heels of the State of the Union 
address, National Council on Teacher 
Quality (NCTQ) recently released the 
2009 State Teacher Policy Yearbook, its 
third annual review of what states are 
doing to help, and hinder, teacher quality. 
This year’s report is a comprehensive 
analysis of the full range of each state’s 
teacher policies, measured, as always, 
against a realistic blueprint for reform.

The release is particularly timely in 
light of last month’s deadline for the first 
round of Race to the Top funding. While 
the national focus on teacher quality has 
never been greater, the Yearbook shines 
a light on the current status of state laws, 
rules, and regulations that govern the 
teaching profession. 

And the findings are bleak. 
States have tremendous ground to 

make up in areas such as teacher prepa-
ration, evaluation, tenure and dismissal; 
alternative certification; and compensa-
tion after years of policy neglect.

The Yearbook finds that: 

States’ poor and 
misdirected oversight 
contributes to the low 
quality of many of 
the nation’s teacher 
preparation programs 

The burdensome re-
quirements of states’ 
so-called alternate routes to 
certification block talented individu-
als from entering the profession

The impact of teachers on students’ 
learning, the single most important 
job of a teacher, gets almost no con-
sideration in either teachers’ evalua-
tions or decisions about tenure

States are not doing enough to make 
it possible for districts to move away 
from anachronistic compensation 
schemes

State laws make it too difficult and 
too costly for districts to remove inef-
fective teachers 

1.

2.

�.

4.

5.

The average overall grade 
awarded this year is a D, with 
forty states earning a grade in 
the D range. Florida earned the 
highest overall grade, a C. 

Here are a few examples of 
what’s in the report:
States are complicit in keeping 
ineffective teachers in the class-

room.
Few states’ alternate routes to 
certification provide a genuine 
alternative pathway into the teaching 
profession.  
States fail to exercise appropriate 
oversight of their teacher prepara-
tion programs. 

The Yearbook reports and the national 
summary are available for download at: 
www.nctq.org/stpy.

Source—TQBulletin, a publication of 
National Council on Teacher Quality.  Visit 
www.nctq.org.

•

•

•

Grading on a Curve
A state-by-state look at teacher quality
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NCLB II
Secretary Duncan’s “Turnaround” 
plan is eerily reminiscent
By Andy Smarick

Here’s what we know about previous attempts to fix Ameri-
ca’s most persistently failing schools. Turnarounds in other 

fields seldom work. Turnarounds in education have even lower 
success rates. Despite decades of effort, we still don’t have a 
reliable playbook for turning a very low-performing school into 
a good school, much less a great school. Even if we did have a 
playbook, no one believes we have sufficient hu-
man capital currently available to drastically im-
prove a large number of schools.

Given this, it’s hard to conceive of an area less 
suited for an unprecedented amount of funding that 
must be spent quickly with grand expectations for 
swift results.

Nevertheless, we have the federal government’s 
behemoth School Improvement Fund (SIF).

 Early in his tenure, Secretary Duncan’s rheto-
ric got ahead of the evidence, and he charged the 
nation with turning around 5,000 failing schools 
within five years. Falling into the same trap that 
had ensnarled countless previous reformers, the administration 
contended that generations of failed turnaround efforts were the 
consequence of insufficient funding and the wrong strategies. 

Money
They moved to solve the first problem by allocating an as-

tonishing amount of federal money to the cause. Combined, the 
stimulus and the 2009 budget appropriated more than $3.5 bil-
lion to turnarounds through the SIF, which had once been a rela-
tively modest Title I carve-out. That figure deserves lingering 
attention; it’s in the same atmospheric level as the ubiquitous 
and more closely scrutinized Race to the Top (RTTT).

Intervention
The second problem can be cured, the administration believes, 

by finally applying the right interventions. Countless studies 
and reports, including one by the Department’s own Institute for 
Education Sciences (IES), have concluded that we still haven’t 
figured out what works. But just as states once thought “take-
overs” were the answer, districts thought “reconstitutions” were 
the answer, and NCLB thought “restructuring” was the answer, 
today’s Department believes its “turnaround” options will do the 
trick.

But while the verbiage is new, many of the details are remark-
ably similar to tactics tried in the past—replacing staff, improv-
ing professional development, providing more site-based con-
trol, changing curriculum, etc. In many ways the total package is 
eerily reminiscent of the interventions under NCLB’s corrective 
action and restructuring.

For example, under the “Restart” option, districts can either 
convert the school to charter status or farm out its operation to 
another entity. But those were options (i) and (iii) under NCLB’s 
restructuring. Under “Turnaround,” changes in staff are key. But 
that’s virtually identical to restructuring’s option (ii), which 
reads “Replacing all or most of the school staff (which may in-
clude the principal) who are relevant to the failure to make ad-
equate yearly progress.”

Moreover, there’s no guarantee that a school’s new staff in a 
turnaround school would be able to extricate itself from the most 
inhibiting district rules or constraining union contracts. The ad-
ministration’s “Closure” option is certainly the most promising. 
But districts had this opportunity under NCLB’s “other” option 
(v) and almost never took advantage of it. We would be unwise 
to assume it would be widely embraced now.

NCLB provides a final critically important lesson. Districts, 
finding the other options too trou-
blesome or challenging, did take 
advantage of the “other” option—to 
implement meek interventions, like 
professional development or turn-
around specialists. With the “Trans-
formation” option, this adminis-
tration has provided an equivalent 
shortcut. Apart from requiring the 
principal’s removal, this alternative 
will allow lukewarm reforms to pass 
for meaningful change.

So, if experience is any guide, 
how will this all play out? Expect districts to max out their use 
of the “Transformation” model. Most remaining schools will opt 
for a weak version of the “Turnaround” option. The closure and 
restart options will scarcely be used. And results will parallel 
those from previous decades: the vast majority of low-perform-
ing schools will remain low performing.

We should all pause to consider that, if the administration gets 
its way with the 2011 budget—meaning another $900 million 
for turnarounds—the federal government, in just a few years, 
will have invested approximately $5 billion in an area with con-
sistently poor results via previously ineffectual strategies. If we 
include the significant portion of RTTT funding that will be used 
for the same purposes (such efforts make up one of four program 
priorities), the figure swells to over $6 billion.

Congress may not have yet passed the 2011 budget, but the 
turnaround train has already left the station. And it may have a 
new name, more cargo aboard, and a fresh coat of paint, but the 
tracks are leading to the same sad destination.  

Andy Smarick is a Distinguished Visiting Fel-
low at the Thomas B. Fordham Institute. He 
served at the U.S. Department of Education 
during the Bush administration as Deputy As-
sistant Secretary in the Office of Planning, 
Evaluation, and Policy Development. (asmar-
ick@edexcellence.net) 

This alternative will 
allow lukewarm reforms 
to pass for meaningful 
change…and results will 
parallel those from previous 
decades: the vast majority 
of low-performing schools 
will remain low performing.
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 ID Theft Assist Protection 
AAE has arranged to provide ID theft 
assist through a partnership between a 
leading credit bureau and a respected 
24/7 crisis response team providing a 
comprehensive identity recovery system. 

 Term life 
You can request up to $750,000 of 
outstanding coverage at special rates 
for Association members. 

 $1 and $3 Million Private Practice 
Professional Liability 
This plan is designed to meet the needs 
of private practice educators who are not 
directly employed by a school district. 

 Disability Income Protection 
If you can’t work due to a covered 
disability, you can receive up to two-
thirds of your salary to age 65. 

 Personal Auto 
Mention your association and you may 
receive an additional 8 percent discount 
from Geico (in most states) on your auto 
insurance. 
  

 Free Long-term Care Insurance 
Evaluation Service 
You and your loved ones can receive a 
personalized, no-obligation benefit and 
price comparison of plans from several 
top-rated insurance companies (for 
members, parents, and grandparents).

 Accidental Death or Dismemberment 
Pays up to $300,000 for death from any 
covered accident. 

 Life after 50 
A guaranteed issue, modified whole-life 
plan for members and spouses. 

 $500,000 New Cancer Plan 
This plan pays you cash benefits in 
addition to any other insurance you may 
have. Your entire family can be covered 
with individual lifetime benefits of up to 
$500,000.

 Comprehensive Health Insurance 
You may save hundreds or even 
thousands of dollars with several major 
medical options available to you today. 

In addition to $2,000,000 of liability protection, professional 
members of the Association of American Educators get access 

to optional insurance policies at a discount, including:

For more information, visit 
www.aaeteachers.org/optional.shtml
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