May 4, 2009  

Letter to the Editor
The Michigan Citizen
1055 Trumbull 
Detroit, Michigan 48216

To the Editor:  

I am very impressed by Eric T. Campbell’s “State inflates Charters’ success.”  

Indeed, Mr. Campbell’s achievement seems to me to be matched by your entire staff.  The professional standards of the Michigan Citizen match those of many newspapers years ago which have been lowered almost across the entire national board.  The only among the mainstream media that I feel still maintains those standards is the McClatchy chain of papers.  

There are a few magazines—example, The Nation—that I feel are of such quality.  And, of course, the Internet has a number of on-line “papers” and blogs that attempt to continue the earlier journalistic traditions.  Truthout and Portside come to mind!  

Until the day I subscribed to your paper I had not paid for a newspaper since the Spring of 1968.  As I phrased it at a Writers Conference in New York City some years ago:  “I do not believe in paying for my own genocide!”  

The actual reason I am writing this letter is that some years back I served the Triangle Foundation as a mole in the Michigan Family Forum.  During the year or so that I attempted that role I attended a Legislative Day in Lansing where MFF worked to support the newly organized Charter School Movement.  

John Engler was Governor, and one of the most radically Conservative Republicans in the Legislature was the prime mover of Charter Schools:  

A good deal of emphasis was placed, in the earliest part of the day, on systematic testing that the organizers of the Legislative Day felt had a secular-humanist agenda.  There were a goodly number of Home Schooling advocates present.  And, many others were promoting the Charter School concept.  

I had a definite sense that the participants hoped to defund public education!  

In my own case, I Outed myself when I decided to see what a workshop on Sex Education had to say:  The Presenter began by noting that children “learn the material” in their Sex Education classes.  However, the Presenter went on to say that the kids did not go on to put their knowledge into practice.  And, the Presenter concluded that it was the feeling of MFF that the schools should switch to Abstinence Based Education instead.  

Foolishly, I raised my hand!  As a former teacher (And, a Gay Liberationist!) I could not resist the opportunity to talk some “common(?)” sense to a religion-based group trying to deal with sexual (i.e. “My!”) issues:  

I asked, “Why not have the public schools try to figure out how to improve their method of teaching issues surrounding sexuality and have your Churches and families teach Abstinence-based concepts as an alternative to the public schools method?” 

A young mother across the aisle from me stared daggers at me while her oblivious husband held their infant.  There was no applause!  

I don’t know why I was surprised?  I guess I just find it difficult that, in the Age of AIDS, parents would seem to prefer that their children die than to hear anything beyond “Do Not…!”  

From the end of the Nineteenth Century until 1954 the United States tried to live with an illusion that Segregation was Equal!  The successors of the Plessy Court finally admitted that Segregation was not Equal!  

And, their decision ended much more deliberation than speed!  

Personally, I see the Charter School Movement as an attempt to return to racial separation without the bother of a pretense of equality.  I see it in the same way that I see suburbanites trying to lay claim to utilities they left behind when they left core cities in order to avoid mixing with African Americans or Hispanics or Arabic people.  Indeed, I see Charter Schools as part of the jigsaw puzzle of institutions that exist in the great divide between outer-suburban whiteness and inner-city “colored-ness.”  

In the distant past I taught in seven schools spread over five states.  I have seen excellent schools as well as schools with problems.  I am not naïve enough to believe that there is absolutely no rationale for the Charter School concept.  Indeed, the intransigence in some of our public schools cried out for change.  I would even say change as radical as the Charter concept implies.  

However, two aspects of the Charter School Movement disturb me:  First, I wonder how long before “For Profit Education” requires cost cutting measures to increase the bottom line.  Second, with the far right (and, its religious ally) co-opting education I worry about “their agenda.”  

Secretary of Education Arne Duncan introduced what I consider to be a more sensible alternative:  “Turnaround Schools.”  It seems that what Secretary Duncan did as Superintendent of the Chicago Public Schools was to gut some schools that had the greatest number of problems and start over with a new staff all the way down to janitors.  

Most schools should be able to be corrected with less intrusive methods.  But, in my opinion, the existence of the Turnaround tool should unnerve entrenched and impervious indifference on the part of some folk in the business.  And, I would suggest that such method should act as a challenge to other schools to compete in the attempt to improve education.    

I am enclosing an article from truthout on a PBS program dealing with the Turnaround School concept.  I watched the program and was very impressed:  It did something that I felt needed back in the late ‘60’s.  

John Kavanaugh
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