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School reform a slow process
Chalkboard Project won some, but much remains to be done
June 29, 2007

The Chalkboard Project has given the 2007 Legislature a grade of
"incomplete" for its work on public education issues. That shouldn't come
as a surprise to anyone familiar with the frustrations of lobbying lawmakers
— you win some, you lose some and you come back next time prepared
to do it all  over again.

In the case of the Chalkboard group and the legislation it supported this
year, an incomplete grade is especially unsurprising because Chalkboard's
agenda involved moving entrenched interests in the public school system,
from local school boards to the teachers union, out of their comfort zones.
Fundamental changes can't be accomplished in a single legislative
session, but the effort should continue over the long haul, because the payoffs would be well worth the investment.

The Chalkboard Project is a joint effort begun in 2004 by five Oregon foundations — the Collins Foundation, the Ford
Family Foundation, Jeld-Wen Foundation, the Meyer Memorial Trust and the Oregon Community Foundation. Before
approaching the Legislature, the group conducted unprecedented statewide polling and focus group meetings to measure
public attitudes toward schools.

Several of the more sweeping changes Chalkboard is advocating are intended to increase public confidence that schools
spend tax dollars wisely and in ways that benefit students.

On the revenue side, lawmakers doubled the state's reserve fund and diverted two years of corporate income-tax "kicker"
refunds into it — a move Chalkboard and others pushed hard for. That was a long-overdue step that should provide
stability for school funding in the future.

On the spending side, results were mixed:

The state Department of Education will study how districts fund student transportation —
especially important in a state where busing costs range from 24 cents per mile to nearly $9, and
per-rider costs run from less than $300 to more than $13,000.

A proposal to require districts to undergo performance audits fared less well. Chalkboard wanted
mandatory audits performed by independent auditors; they got voluntary audits by the secretary of
state's office. Too often, districts view state audits as punitive even though the goal is increasing
efficiency.

A proposal to make sure mandatory professional development courses actually improve student
achievement died in the Ways and Means Committee.

Chalkboard advocates spending state money on reforms that have been proven to get results.
The group wanted the School Improvement Fund to pay more for proven reforms than for non-
proven programs, but settled for requiring districts to specify how their spending will affect school
and student performance.

A push to do away with permanent early retirement options for school employees went nowhere.
This practice does move highly-paid teachers off the payroll, making room for larger numbers of
beginning teachers, but health insurance and pension payments to early retirees can cost districts a
bundle.

Many of the changes Chalkboard is pursuing will require support from all affected parties — from school boards that want
to protect local control to unions that seek to protect their members' interests.

Building that support will take time and patience. The reward will be a public school system every Oregonian can be proud
of.
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