The Lack of a Public
for Public Schools

BY DAVID MATHEWS

HE PUBLIC schools
are becoming dangerous-
ly disconnected from the
public. That's the gist of
a recent report 1 wrote
for the Kettering Foun-
dation, based on more
than 10 years of reszarch
on this deteriorating re-
lationship.' The research
forces me to say some-
thing I never believed |
would say — or even think. The public
school system, as we have known it, may
not survive into the next century. If pub-
lic schools mean no more than schools re-
sponsible to lay boards and paid for by
tax revenues, they may not mean much at
all. Their very legitimacy is at stake.

The Nature of the Disconnect

1 want to distinguish the problem of le-
gitimacy, which isn’t being addressed, from
the prob]em of effectiveness, which every-
one is talking about, Institutions face a
loss of legitimacy when those who creat-
ed them no longer believe that the insti-
tutions are their agents, acting on their be-
half. The compact joining the agency and

. the agent is broken. That is exactly what
is now happemng to the pu‘bl:c schools,
and they aren't the only institutions hav-
ing this problcm today.

Ifyou haven't thought of legitimacy as

. amajor problem, consider this: What do
site-based management programs, vouch-
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ers, charter schools, home schools, private
schools, and state takeovers of “bankrupt”
systems have in common? They all have
to do with the control of education. There

are evidently a great many people who -

don't believe that the public schools are
their agents, who don’t believe that the pub-
lic schools are responsive to their concems.
So they are creating their own schools,
trying to take back the schools, or putting
someone in charge who will make schools
respond to their priorities.

As many citizens see it the public
schools are no longer their schools.? Re-
search supported by the Kettering Foun-
dation has found that, despite a long tradi-
tion of thinking of public education as a
sacred trust, Americans today are halfway
out the schoolhouse door.’ Even though
40% to 70% of respondents to polls of the

- public indicate allegiance to local schools,

this statistic tells only half of the story,
masking an erosion of the historical com-
mitment to the idea that these schools be-
long to everyone and that they serve a pub-
lic purpose in addition to benefiting par-
ents.* “Completing the great work of the

Revolution™ was the way we once described

that purpose. Although Americans still cling
10 the ideal that we should have schools
open to all, the broad mandate that once
tied these institutions to this and other so-
cial, economic, and political objectives has
Jost its power 10 inspire extensive commit-
ment.

Beyond Restoring Confidence

‘While other institutions (government
agencies, nongovemnmental organizations,
even the press) have recognized and be-
gun to deal with their loss of Jegitimacy
in the public’s eyes, the discussion in edu-

cation remains fixed on the effectiveness

- of the schools. Even though there is every

reason to have that discussion, it is dan-
gerous to ignore the problem of legitima-
cy. Like a crack in the foundation of the
public school system, the lack of legiti-
macy is a stctural defect that undermines
all the good work to make the schools
more effective.

I understand why the charge that the
schools are ineffective has sparked a re-
pewed £ffort to restore confidence in them.
Itis a natural response, But 1 doubt wheth-
erthat confidence will be regained as long
as people feel that the schools aren't real-
ly theirs. Institutions that lack legitimacy
in the public’s eyes do not generally en-
joy high levels of public trust.

The breakdown of the compact that has
joined the public and the public schools
may be one reason for the more cbvious
problems — dissatisfaction with the per-.
formance of the schools, difficulties in com-
munication between administrators and the
public, and lack of citizen involvement.
While these are all serious concerns, de-
terioration of the commitment 1o public
education calls for more than improving
test scores, doing a better job of commu-
mcazmg. or what is usually implied by

“engaging the public”

Restoring legitimacy to the pubhc
school systermn will require rewriting the
compact with the public, which will, in
turn, require a public that can define its
interests. If the public's interest was once
“completing the great work of the Revo-
Tution,” what is it today? Or, rather, what
are the various interests of the public? We
never decide them all together or all at
once. We make our choices community by
community and issue by issue, as we re-

spond to pressing problems like reform-
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ing welfare, curbing drug abuse, and stem-
ming the tide of juvenile crime. That is
how we define the public’s interests, which
are the necessary foundation for the char-
ters we give our schools.

The usual techniques for increasing
“community involvement” or “citizen par-
ticipation” aren’t going to revalidate the
compact with the public. I see a great many
efforts these days to garner support from

* individuals and to call it “‘public support.”
While these campaigns may pass a levy
or authorize construction bonds (no small
feat, to be sure), they don’t coalesce what
1 would call a public — a diverse array
of citicens constantly joining together (al-
beit in temporary and ever-shifting alli-
ances) to decide on und advance their

_ shared interests, the interests of the com-
munity as a whole.

One of the principal reasons that cam-
paigns to “engage the public” don’t go far
enough is that there is often no public
waiting to be engaged, waiting to provide

- Jegitimacy, waiting to rewrite 8 compact
with the schools. Given that situation,
school reform has to be recast as *“public-
building.” The focus has to be on the com-

- munity rather than on the schools. In oth-

. er words, certain things have to happen in

. pur communities before we can see the
improvements we want in our schools. It
is unlikely that schools will change un-
less communities change, unless citizens
become an effective public by increasing
their capacirty to band together and act to-
gether.? :

Make no mistake, we cannot have gen-
uinely public schools without the kind of
public I am talking about. Schools have
to have not only popular support but also
public capital, a form of social capital that

consists of habits of solving problems and

working together. Public capital is insti-
tutionalized in certain kinds of commu-
nity-building, boundary-spanning organ-
izations, It “funds” the public action that
schools need in order to reinforce their in-
stitutional objectives — action to combat
problems that originate outside classrooms,
for example.

Publics have to be created and re-cre-
ated out of a multitude of self-interests,
which don’t always include an interest in
schools. One of the problems in starting
off community conversations with the sub-
ject of school reform is that it can leave
out those whose concerns are elsewhere.
There may be a connection between what
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these people think is important and the
mission of public schools, but they need
an opportunity to find that connection for
themselves. They are unlikely to be im-
pressed with lectures on the importance
of public schools to democracy.

This is why I believe that overcoming
the loss of legitimacy will require nothing
less than rechartering our public schools,
locating their missions in the interests of

Publics have to
be created and
re-created out of
a multitude of
self-interests,
‘which don’t always
include an interest
in schools.

the public as a whole. To derive school

‘mandates from the public’s purposes, 1

hasten to add, is not the same as making
the schoo! all things to all people. It is to
find the larger public purpose in the ba-

"sic work of schools — teaching young

people.

Public-Building Practices

How do we build a genuine public?
Practices for doing that aren’t hard to de-
scribe. One of the more obvious ways is
for people to start making choices togeth-
er about the kinds of communities they
want, choices that define the public’s in-
terest.t ' o

Private individuals become citizens by
making decisions about the issues that most
concern them and affect their common well-
being. Making common choices is work
that, if done well — that is, with due de-
liberation — cultivates a sense of public
responsibility. We feel more responsible for

what we've participated in choosing than
for what has been chosen for us. Choices
also make public action possible; we can't
work together until we decide what to work
at. Most of all, making choices together
identifies the shared or interconnected pur-
poses that join people as a public. The fate
of any community is determined by the
choices people make (or refuse to make).
So public-building is, in its most basic
form, doing “choice work.” Schools find
their charters, their purposes, and, ulti-
mately, their support in choice work.

Another Way to
Think About the Public

What can educators do to promote this
kind of public-building? Burdened as they
are with the problems inside schools —un-
der the gun to improve test scores, main-
tain discipline, and fulfill no telling how
many other mandates — it is not obvious
to them what more they can do. Even if
educators could turn all their attention to
the task, in the final analysis, citizens have
to create a public; professionals can’t do
it

Yet people who have dedicated their
lives to public schools can’t just sit by and
watch. Hearing the findings from our re-
search can chill the souls of those whose
hope for the future is in public education.
Educators ask for models to emulate, ex-
amples to follow. Unfortunately, even if
we had such models and examples, I don’t
think they would solve the problem.

What is needed — desperately needed,
1 believe — in order for educators to un-
derstand the role they can play in public-
building is a different way of seeing the
public, a way of seeing more than what
usually meets the eye — a mass of citizens
who have to be persuaded, a body of in-
terest groups that have to be placated, or
a constituency that has to be served. Rath-
er than models, imagining other roles re-
quires an expanded mindset. Becavse mind-
sets are learned through careful reflection
on new experiences, I don’t offer any ex-
amples or how-to formulas, I wouldn’t,
since imitating is the antithesis of learn-
ing. Different experiences with the pub-
lic can Jead to different perspectives, which
can point to new possibilities for revalidat-
ing the compact between the public and the
schools. Those possibilities restore hope.

Here are different ways educators are
experiencing the public. Harris Sokoloff




Deliberation — “weighing” carefully — increases
the chances that community decisions will be sound.

of the Graduvate School of Education at
the University of Pennsylvania conducts
an annual summer institule on communi-
ty choice work.” The objective is to add a
genuine public voice to what are other-
wise only the voices of special interests,
each convinced that its concerns are sep-
arate from the concerns of others.

In partnership with civic organizations
like the scouts, the public library, and, inter-
estingly, the local newspaper, some school
districts have tried forums that requiire sen-
ous choice work. They like the response
they are getting and are planning more fo-
rums on community issues that are school-
related (juvenile violence, for example) rath-
er than school-based. In the process, the
educators are having a different experi-
ence with the public.

The alliances of schools and civic or-
ganizations are more thari window dress-
ing. Educators, as citizens, have to make
common cause with other citizens. L have
heard that this is already happening in
Wisconsin, with encouragement from the
state affiliate of the National Education
Association, and I have seen a coopera-
tive program at work in Birmingham, Al-
abama, for over a decade. There, Peggy
Sparks and Wanda Minor, educators who
are also active citizens, have made delib-
erating about public issves a civic habit
through more than a decade of communi-
ty forums called National Issues Forums.*
The Birmingham forums help school of-
ficials renew their mandates by maintain-
ing strong ties to neighborhoods and their
objectives. That is public-building, and,
while not done 1o create support for schools,
it nevertheless enriches them and helps
them to be truly public.

What exactly is the choice work that
the Birmingham forums practice and that
the institute at the University of Pennsyl-
vania (along with 20 other institutes around
the country) teaches? Neither discussion

-nor debate, choice work is a quintessen-

tially public activity. It is careful deliber-
ation with others about a range of options
or ways. of approaching difficult issues,
such as how a community can support
troubled families. Should the community
try to revive traditional values through spe-
cial programming on Jocal television? Or

maybe the better choice would be to place
more responsibility on parents by pun-
ishing thase whose children break the law.
If these options aren’t acceptable, perhaps
the most effective thing would be 1o ex-
pand family assistance by putting more
money into social service programs. Al-
though this is not a school-based issue, its
implications for schools are considerable.

Notice that options aren’t the same as
solutions; they are strategies. And they are
not polar opposites. I have just described
three different approaches to strengthen-
ing the troubled American family. Each
option is based on something that people
consider valnable — moral order in the
community, parental responsibility, and
assistance to those in need. Yet arguments
can be made for and against each strate-
gy. Even those who favor one approach
may be faced with costs or unexpected
consequences they wouldn’tlike. Options

- may conflict with or undercut one anoth-

er. Someone will doubtless argue, for ex-
ample, that outside assistance can become
outside interference and undermine paren-
tal rights. So choices have to be made.

People make choices best when they
carefully weigh benefits, costs, and conse-
quences, along with the views of others.
That is what deliberation is — “weigh-
ing” carefully. It increases the chances
that community decisions will be sound,
that initial reactions will become more re-
flective and shared “public judgments.™
And it helps communities decide what
serves their interests. Deliberation is the
means by which publics form, And being
in deliberative forums gives educators the
experience of being in the midst of publics
aborning.

Deliberative forums don’t necessarily
result in consensus on one particular ac-
tion; that isn’t their ojective. Still, as these
forums in many communities have dem-
onstrated, they can produce an agenda for
arange of actions tied together by a shared
sense of purpose and direction. When peo-

ple join as a public, when they have a’
community of interrelated purposes, and

when they begin to make decisions to shape
their future, they inevitably turn to educa-
tional as well as political measures to car-
1y out those decisions. Education, in its

broadest sense, is a means for shaping the
future. And when citizens think about all
the educational institutions at their dis-
posal, they inevitably look to the schools
as one of those institutions.

This is how public schools have al-
ways acquired legitmacy through public
mandates, and itis the way their mandates
mutst be renewed today. It is the first step
on the long road back to relocating the
public schools in the public domdin, 10
making them once again our schools.
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