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money can’t by itself solve problems, without money few problems can be solved. Money also can’t
win wars or put men in space, but it is the crucial facilitator. It is also how America has traditionally
announced, We are serious about this!

If we were serious, we would raise teachers’ salaries.to levels that would attract the best young,
professionals in our socicty: starting lawyers get from $70,000 to $80,000—why don’t starting,
kindergarten teachers get the same? Is their role in vouchsafing our future less significant? And
although there is evidence suggesting that an increase in general educational expenditures doesn’t
translate automatically into better schools, there is also evidence that an increase aimed specifically
at instructional services does. Can we really take in earnest the chattering devotion to excellence of
a country so wedded in practice to mediocrity, a nation so ready to relegate teachers—conservators
of our common future—to the professional backwaters?

If we were serious ;ould upgrade physical facilities so that every school met the minimum
standards of our better suburban fnstitutions. Good buildings do not equal good educm
any educaneaky, broken-down habitats of the kind described by Jonathan Kozol
n his Savage Inequalities?? If money is not a critical factor, Why are OUF most successful-suburbah
school districts funded at nearly twice the level of our inner-city schools? Being even at the starting
line cannot guarantee that the runners will win or even finish the race, but not being even pretty
much assures failure. We would rectify the balance not by penalizing wealthier communities but by
bringing poorer communities up to standard, perhaps by finding other sources of funding for our
schools besides property taxes.

If we were serious, we’d extend the school year by a month or two so that learning could take
place throughout the year. We’d reduce class size (which means more teachers) and nurture more
cooperative learning so that kids could become actively responsible for their own education and that
of their classmates. Perhaps most important; we’d raise standards and make teachers and students
responsible for them. There are two ways toe breed success: to lower standards so that everybody
“passes” in a way that loses all meaning in the real world; and to raise standards and then meet
them, so that school success translates into success beyond the classroom. From Confucian China to
Imperial England, great nations have built their success in the world upon an education of excellence.
The challenge in a democracy is to find a way to maintain excellence while extending educational
opportunity to everyone.

Finally, if we were serious, parents, teachers, and students would be the real players whilc
administrators, politicians, and experts would be secondary, at best advisers whose chief skill oughs
to be knowing when and how to facilitate the work of teachers and then get out of the way. It the
Democrats can clean up federal government bureaucracy (the Gore plan), perhaps we can &
same for educational bureaucracy. In New York up to half of the city’s teachers occupy jobs outs
the classroom. No other enterprise is run that way: Half the soldiers at company headquarters® =
the cops at stationhouse desks? Half the working force in the assistant manager’ office? Once t
teachers are back in the classroom, they will need to be given more autonomy, more profess
responsibility for the success or failure of their students. And parents will have to be drawn
because they have rights or because they are politically potent but because they have respons
and their children are unlikely to learn without parental engagement. How to define the ¢
role in the classroom would become serious business for educators.

Some Americans will say this is unrealistic. Times are tough, money’s short, and the pubiic s
up with almost all of its public institutions: the schools are just one more frustrating disappointment
With all the goodwill in the world, it is still hard to know how schools can cure the ills that stem
from the failure of so many other institutions. Saying we want education to con
it first.




