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The Struggle to Achieve Authentic School Choice for Poor Families

An Interview with Howard Fuller

An Abundance of High-Quality Educational Options — Unless You're Poor

@ HEATHER HARDING: I'd like to talk about your work with schools. Let’s start with

the difficult questions. The discussion at the February 2006 Understanding Equity and
Excellence at Scale forum kind of got stuck from my perspective — we never got to the
definitions of excellence and equity or where we disagree. Let’s start there before we go
the schools. In your opinion, thinking about the strategy of choice, what issue or issues
does choice address in terms of equity and excellence?

HOWARD FULLER: At BAEO [The Black Alliance for Educational Options], we say
that choice is widespread unless youre poor. In our way of looking at the world, we see
choice as one of the elements that ought to be a part of the strategy to make sure our
children get access to and actually achieve a high-quality education. When we look out at
the world, we see that people with money are able to make choices for their children
because if you have money and schools don’t work for your kids, you're either going to
put them in a private school or youre going to move to communities where the schools
do work, or you’re going to be able to make sure they have access to Sylvan, or whatever.
If you’re a poor working-class person, particularly living in urban areas that we focus on
—and our focus is on black parents, but it’s probably true for brown parents as well, the —
you're limited to the school that they put you in. And if that school is not a good school
for your child, what are your options?

We’re simply saying that every child ought to have an opportunity to have access to excel-
lence and all families ought to have the opportunity to be able to take advantage of the
possibility of change for their children. So freedom is very interesting — Imhotep said that
freedom is really not free. And freedom really is a license — it’s not an end. What freedom
really is, is a launching pad. So you’ve got to be in constant pursuit. From our standpoint,
education is one of those key ingredients to achieving freedom. And you’ve got to be in
constant pursuit of the best possible education that you can get. We see choice as one of
those instruments or elements that ought to be there for parents and kids as they try to
pursue the best education possible.
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@ The access focus sounds to me like an equity issue. How do you think choice leverages
excellence?

Well, first of all, 'm not so sure that in and of itself it does, because there is the argument
that if you have competition, it will mean that everyone has to get better. And I do

think that there’s an element of truth to that, but I don’t think it’s automatic. I don’t
think, I mean, that education will — simply because you have competition everybody will
get better. But it does — I do think it creates the potential for that to occur. Because if
you’re concerned about losing students and if there is a policy where doubt has followed
students, you're more likely to be more concerned about what it takes to keep those
students.

The problem, of course, is that in education many parents choose schools not because of
academic excellence — there may be a whole variety of reasons why you choose a particu-
lar school. So it’s almost as if you have to deal with these issues of excellence as a moral
responsibility irrespective of whether or not there is competition or no competition or
whatever: that we have a moral responsibility to provide the best possible education for
all of our children. And on that issue of freedom, it — freedom — is illusionary. If you have
freedom to choose from amongst mediocrity — so that in the final analysis what really
makes this work, you not only have to have the option, you have to have those things that
you need to make sure that the options are quality or else it’s a false sense of freedom.

The Challenges of Providing Genuine Choice to Poor Students

Defining Excellence

@ Just a quick reflection. At the forum, where do you think we got in terms of discussing
equity and excellence at scale?

I'm not sure we got very far. In part, I think it’s the way we structure these meetings —
where we had the panels and all of that. I had actually hoped that we would have had
more of just the open kind of discussion. And I think some of the way that Linda and the
other facilitator ran it — the process, I thought, was a little difficult to really get deep into
stuff and stay with it and go all the way. I thought there was some tension in the room
that never really got fully addressed.

Maybe the way it was structured was the only way to do it, but I left there really not being
clear as to what we were supposed to get out of it. Honestly, I was in a room where I felt
like some of the views that I hold are very different, which is OK, as long as you really get
an opportunity to air them out, because I like to focus in and figure out where we are on
these issues. Or what it is that we agree on and what it is that we disagree on and why do
we agree and why do we disagree. I don’t think we had that type of discussion.
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@ Even in a lot of the writings in the briefing book for the forum, there’s some agreement
about equity. Everybody should have access to quality, everybody should be supported
in their home cultures, everybody should have the skill set that makes them viable in
the economy, in the global economy, whatever. But I don’t feel like there was a lot of
agreement around excellence; what does that mean, particularly at scale? Are we going
to follow the rhetoric of the standards movement? Is that what education means? Does
it mean something entirely different? Do we need to bring in language about adequate
education? What is your sense of that in your world of educational work?

I’ll probably babble like the rest of us when it comes to this, because I think you’re right —
there are all these terms that are out there but there is a lack of clarity as to what they
really mean. Maybe another way of putting it is that we have so many different defini-
tions of what excellence is. For some of us, for example, the argument is that you can’t
have an excellent education unless it is culturally specific — where people find out who
they are and where they fit into the world, which I do think is important. But what I'm
sitting here saying is, after you find out where you fit in the world, do you have the math
skills, the reading skills, the language skills, the technology skills that you will need to be
economically proficient in this world? Because I do agree with Paolo Freire’s theory that
education is really about preparing people to engage in the practice of freedom.

But to be able to engage in the practice of freedom, I think you have to have some level of
economic independence, and the issue is, how do you get that in the world in which our
young people will have to live and compete? And, we can like and dislike all the discus-
sion about globalization, but if Thomas Friedman is right and this is a flat world — the
one part of his book that was really interesting is when he got into who is not going to
participate in this flat world. And you know you talk about people who are sick and all of
that, but it’s also people who don’t have the skills that are needed. So, when we start talk-
ing about excellence, it seems to me we have to talk about those skills that our young
people will need to be able to function in this global economy.

The dispute gets down to: what are those skills, and what level of skills are enough? I
don’t think we got to that kind of discussion, therefore, we left not having defined excel-
lence. And since you haven’t defined it, that makes it very hard to figure out how to get
there. To get somewhere, you've got to at least say where you are trying to go. And, of
course, one of the issues with a person like me is, 'm involved in discussing one of the
elements to get “there,” and the elements to get where. 'm just trying to say, here’s a
method that needs to be in place for people to get “there.” On a day-to-day basis, when
I’'m working as the chair of the board of this small Christian high school, the struggle is,
what is the “there” that we want for our graduates?
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@ How is that playing out in this work for the school?

It’s playing out in a lot of different ways. We’ve looked at various, what we think are rig-
orous curriculum designs, designs that are aimed at getting students to college. And we’ve
decided to have what we would characterize as a college-bound curriculum. Our issue, of
course, is that we have ninth-graders coming in reading at a fifth- and sixth-grade level,
doing math at less than that, and no real exposure to science. Their writing skills are very
low. So we’re talking about trying to take ninth-graders with those skills to a point where
they will be able to go to some postsecondary experience.

So the problem is, you can say anything — “We have a college-bound curriculum” — but
do you have kids that have the skill level to do that? Do you have faculty that have the
ability to get the kids that are at relatively low levels to this high point? And that’s the real
struggle in our schools, and it is going to take a real level of commitment on the part of
everybody, including the parents who've got to be willing to have their kids at a school
that is going to require them to come after school, to come to school on Saturday, to go
to school during the summer. Because unless we can do that, we don’t see how we can
move these young people from the point where they are to the point that we want them
to be.

So that’s where this whole issue really takes route because, at least for me, youre now in
an actual school with 163 kids and you’ve got to figure out how to make this work. We’re
doing it in two ways. We’re trying to define excellence. We're trying to say, What does it
look like? And then I guess there’s a third way, because we are trying to figure out how
we’re going to get to this — and it’s hard, it’s very hard.

Mobilizing Resources and Using Them Well

So in this school that you’re working with, is it extended day, is it Saturday school and
summer school like you described?

Yes, because we had summer, because we are going into our third year and I was able to
raise a little money so that our seniors could participate in a summer program. And they
actually did it online — it was a British authors course. Because one of the things that 'm
arguing at our school is, given the size of our school, we will never have all the resources
we need in the building, so what we’ve got to do is use contracted employees, we have to
use online. Because we’ve got a wide range of skill levels, so in order to make sure that
kids who are at higher levels — we’ve got to have something that continues to advance
them.

What I'm trying to get all of us, and the principal, to agree on is that we have to look at
our kids and then we have to figure out how to bring resources in from wherever it takes
to make sure that we get our students to where we want them to be. And so it has to be a
different sort of mindset, but then you have to raise the money to be able to do this,
because if you're going to have after-school and Saturdays and Sundays, it takes more

money.
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@ Or a partnership of some sort.

Right — people who will bring resources to the table. Say, if you've got a corporation that’s
willing to lend its expertise in the form of people who can help our kids in certain areas
where we need help, or they’re able to provide some of the technology that we need, or
whatever it is. But it’s all about — you're right — getting resources into the school and
using them effectively.

Scaling Up Successful Models

@ What about questions at scale? We know the way you define choice is that it’s a way to
get “there.” It’s creating more access and more equity to the options that are out there
and perhaps creating more options. How are you currently thinking about taking that
to scale?

You know what? 'm currently not. Well, I shouldn’t say that. I think you would have to
approach the scale issue from a couple of different levels, and this is what I mean by that:
in a place like Milwaukee where you have a low-income voucher program, we’re limited
in terms of the number of students we could serve by law. We just went through a huge
battle with the governor to get the cap lifted, because one of the ways that people restrict
choice is things like caps. They restrict the amount of money; they restrict ways that peo-
ple can access the various choices. All of those are strategies to say if you have to have it,
than let’s at least restrict it. For the people who oppose it, their first goal is never to have
it, but if you have to have it they try to weaken it, they try to limit it and so forth. That’s
one way that’s done.

So when you talk about scale, do you mean to have unlimited choice so that the scale of
people that can get it is increased? But most of the time when we’re talking about scale,
we’re talking about, how do you replicate excellence? How do you take really great
schools — if you've got a KIPP school or the Aspire school or whatever it is, or if the
Noble charter school is doing well — how do we create five of them or ten of them, or
twenty of them? And, of course, there are some foundations, like Broad, that have taken a
position that the point of change or the — I forget what terminology used — is the district,
that’s the unit of change. So unless you can really work with existing public school dis-
tricts and get them to change radically, you’ll never go to scale, because they’re looking at

100,000 kids, versus a charter element in a community that might be serving 2000 kids.

I don’t know what the answer to that is because obviously you want to serve as many kids
as you can. But one thing I’ve learned is that it’s not that simple to replicate excellence.
And I think some of the networks are struggling with this question of how to maintain
quality as they, quote, “want to get larger” and try to serve more and more kids. I think
you also run into an issue — take our school — we do not want to get larger than 160 kids
or so, because going from 160 to 200 would change our school drastically and I don’t
know that we could do the stuff the way that we want to do it by going to 200.
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Other people argue, you’'ll never get the resources you need with 160 kids. But I would
argue that it depends upon how you use those resources and how you think about it. I
once heard a person say that a small school is not a large school in drag. It actually has to
be different. The financial model has to be different. Your thinking about how you
approach things has to be different.

So, I don’t know. I'm sort of rambling because I really don’t know how to tackle this
problem. And I understand that unless you go to scale you just will be viewed as some
kind of boutique thing. But as you go to scale, the question is, How do you maintain the
quality that defines what you are at the finer point? And do you create real excellence
without bringing in a whole new bureaucratic structure that in ten to twelve years will
simply be the same thing that you say we’re trying to get away from? I don’t know that we
have the answers to those questions. I think people are learning — I think the K1PPs of
the world and some of the other networks are learning, but I think that some of these
learnings are just pointing out how difficult this is going to be.

Go back to the other scale question: If there weren’t caps and legislators, if school
district central office people weren’t trying to limit or restrict choice — whether it be
vouchers or charter schools — if that were allowed to flourish, would you be concerned
about equity? It strikes me that if it were a free, a total and free-flowing choice system,
would we still face the same equity concerns?

The direct answer to that is yes. I've been criticized by some people because I don’t sup-
port universal vouchers. I got in this to fight for poor people and I have a concern that if
we were to go to a universal voucher, I don’t know why we would give money to people
who've already got money. It’s been my experience that when the focus becomes every-
body, poor people suffer.

Now there are people who would argue, yeah, but politically, programs that are only for
poor people don’t survive. So you're struggling with this political dynamic and then I end
up saying, Well, what about a sliding scale that would bring in more poor and working-
class people? But you'd get to a certain point where you'd say, if you are above this
income level, you get nothing. Then the poor people who are at the bottom would get
100 percent of whatever it is and someone else would only get 60 percent. See, that, to
me, is much more of a political discussion because the argument that’s thrown to my face
is unless you move to something like that, this program that’s trying to help the poorest
people is going to get abolished, so I struggle with that.

But then you struggle with: What are the limits so that you do maintain some type of
focus on equity as it relates to the poorest parents? I don’t have an answer to that. Some
people, of course, argue that if you simply have unlimited choice — and it depends on
what you mean, whether you're talking about vouchers or charters or what you are talk-
ing about — by definition you’re going to bring more investment, more people into the
fray and you’re going to have a greater level of resources to help the kids you're really try-
ing to help. I don’t know about that.
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@ Going back to your school, what’s the difference between going from 165 to 200 versus
starting another school, or fanning out over a network?

Schools are so much about relationships — there comes a number when the relationships
become different. We’ve got so many kids now who were with us when we first started —
we only had thirty-three kids. We had a meeting with them, the seniors and juniors, and
they were mad that the school’s getting too big, because they were used to very small
classes. So there comes a point where I think those relationships that are so critical, you
can no longer have, because you have just too many people.

If T were to do it, rather than have our schools grow, I would have us create two or three
more smaller schools. The problem is, I don’t feel like we’re ready because we don’t have it
down yet and I wouldn’t want to try to expand until we really had it down and until we
also had trained through our teachers who could be our next school leader, who would
understand the culture and all of that. I could envision us expanding but I think it’s going
to take a few years.

Diversity in Leadership

@ We talked earlier about who gets to expand, what the resources are to bear. Do you
have any thoughts about how to make these networks more racially, culturally diverse?

I think we’re just going to have to decide that we’re going to have to do that. I'm con-
cerned that as we move toward quality, as we move toward networks and scale and all of
this, that we’re going to end up with a movement that is going to be almost totally White-
led. I think that we can’t have that and we’ve got to figure out a way to have more people
of color in the leadership of some of these networks, more people of color operating and
owning schools that are also excellent schools.

So I think investors and foundations are going to have to have a very serious discussion
about what are we going to do to make that happen. That discussion, right now, isn’t tak-
ing place at the kind of deep level that I think it needs. So I think those of us who believe
that this is important have got to continue to insist that that occurs. And I think a num-
ber of the White people who are benefiting by all of this also have to force that discussion.

The Need for Dialogue among People of Good Will

@ Do you want to comment on the experiment of New Orleans and the emerging charter
district?

Unfortunately, I haven’t been keeping up with it in the way that I should. I worry that
we’re going to re-create what was with a new label over it. So I hope that as we talk about
this emerging charter district, it will be something that is really very different than what
existed previously in New Orleans. Because I always worry about using the charter label
but creating something that really isn’t a charter.
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But I know that there are some very good people involved in trying to do this in New
Orleans. I'm really anxious to see what’s going to happen. I know there were concerns
about the charter sector and the for-profit sector and all that. So I don’t know to what
extent that’s still a major concern or whether or not that’s debated, because I really have
not been keeping up with it. And it’s something I really need to learn more about but I
haven’t been paying that much attention toward.

@ Is there anything that I didn’t ask you that you want to comment on?

8

The one comment I would make after fifteen years of being engaged in this debate and
having lost people who I thought were my friends on this issue: I really hope we can get
to the point where people like myself who care deeply about kids can sit down with peo-
ple who also care deeply, but don’t consider choice as the right mechanism — that we
could have a discussion void of demagoguery and really talk about kids and talk about, if
not choice, then what? Because we have 163 kids who, if our school were not there, would
be in a radically different place. And I think that there’s real value to what we bring to the
table. We couldn’t bring that to the table if we didn’t have the voucher program. If you
talk to the kids themselves and ask them what it was like in their other school and what it
is like in our school and you hear their stories, you see that.

That’s not saying that it couldn’t happen or it shouldn’t happen — the reality is that it
wasn’t happening. And the fact that we exist means that 163 kids are going to have a
chance in life that they would not otherwise have had. I would bet that with people at the
KIPP schools and all of the other schools, you see the same thing. So to me it doesn’t
make sense for people of good will who care about kids to be separated over what to me
is not an ideological discussion — it’s a tactical discussion. But some people have made it
into an ideological discussion. So if you support choice, then, what — you're not for social
justice? I hope we can get to the point where those of us who ought to be on the same
side of the barricade — that we could get there, but right now we’re not. Of all the stuff
that has happened, that’s the stuff that pains me the most.
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