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Summary

We address private measures that parents and other stakeholders can employ to help reform aspects of K-12 education in Rhode Island without directly seeking changes in government policies; this is what we mean by “external reform.” Some of these measures aim to reform and improve private schools while at the same time making them more affordable. While we don’t directly seek to influence the operation of government run schools, we do expect to indirectly affect them positively through publicity, from legal actions, and perhaps most importantly from competition brought about by a growing and reinvigorated private education sector. To address the problems we see, we specifically propose to:

· Organize pupil-parent advocacy organizations that would likely exclude school personnel. 

· Do fundraising to generate the resources that will be used to further our other goals. 

· Provide stakeholders with better public information about our schools and actively counter misinformation. 

· Take legal action against public systems to force changes and to compensate victims for damages.

· Award private vouchers and micro-vouchers to children needing them the most.

· Create and replicate a non-profit model school based on best methods and best technologies.

· Build a for-profit franchising network of schools based on these model schools.

We can’t predict how much influence these proposals would have if they were to be widely adopted, but we’re reminded of the inroads Federal Express made in what had formerly been the province and monopoly of the heavily subsidized parcel service of the U.S. Post Office. If private efforts can attract enough students to make the public system feel the competition then we expect the government run schools will respond with various reforms and improvements as they rise to the challenge. We expect that the ensuing competition that follows will be like that much cited “rising tide that lifts all boats.” It is this indirect link between our private sector reforms and the public system reforms, which would be carried out by others, that will truly make our efforts potentially helpful to all K-12 students in Rhode Island.

The Problems of Reforming K-12 Public Education 

According to the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) examinations, Rhode Island’s public schools perform almost as well as the national average. Yet those same results show that somewhat less than one-third of the state’s students are proficient or better (at or above grade level) in the areas of mathematics and English language arts.
 

The old public education dream of “one best system” is belied by the reality of numerous failing systems. Moreover, the weak competition they provide does little to lift non-profit private schools from their own mediocrity. To the contrary, its seems that competitive forces actually pull private schools down as they compete with the low quality of public education. They need not offer really superior educational services but rather can remain content and solvent by merely being “enough better” to attract sufficient students to fill their seats and pay their bills.

Recent Reform Efforts in Rhode Island

In the past several years, Rhode Island has adopted a number of “reform” efforts, including charter schools, the intra-district choice required by NCLB, and a weak form of inter-district choice. Of these, the charter schools have shown some significant progress and that has introduced a small amount of competition with the regular public schools. The Charter school students in Providence are performing significantly better than their regular public school counterparts. Their annual per pupil cost of education is about 95% of the amount spent in the regular public schools.
 Thus charter schools appear to be more cost efficient. Their enrollment is somewhat less than 2% of the state’s public school population. It appears that statutory limits on charter school growth are protecting the regular public schools from meaningful competitive pressures that might otherwise motivate them to improve their services. There are two problems with this: There’s feeble competition to the regular public schools. And there is unsatisfied demand (read disenfranchisement).

While it appears that some progress has been made, reforming public schools internally by bureaucratic measures remains possible in theory but is exceedingly difficult in practice. Even government led indirect reforms, such as taxpayer funded vouchers, are politically difficult to enact and have never been given serious consideration in Rhode Island. Thus many problems remain.

Recent Reform Efforts Outside of Rhode Island

Vouchers, or similar financing vehicles, are in use in many foreign countries and in a handful of locations within the United States. The experience with them indicates that they foster competition that in turn encourages better performance. It has been observed that both public and private schools improve under the influence of vouchers. While it is believed that they would foster robust competition for the public schools, they have not been tried in most states. In fact, if the experiences of voucher proponents in other states are relevant to Rhode Island, then enacting legislation to establish a voucher system here would be very difficult. 

Voters in California and Michigan have regularly defeated voucher initiatives that have been put on the ballot. In other states, legislation to establish vouchers is rarely enacted. Nevertheless, in recent years, Wisconsin, Ohio, Florida, and the District of Columbia have established restricted voucher programs. And now this year, Utah enacted voucher legislation that is arguably the most comprehensive program to date: It makes every K-12 student in the state eligible to receive a voucher. The vouchers range in value from $500 to $3,000 depending on family income and can be used in secular or religious schools. 

External Proposals to Reform K-12 Education 

In another report we have suggested a number of public education reform proposals that could be implemented internally in Rhode Island by enacting legislation or by exercising existing regulatory and managerial authority. To make progress along that “path” requires favorable treatment from the political system, which, in turn, depends on one’s ability to sway political priorities. In other words, it may be a difficult if not hopeless quest to make much progress on that road to school reform.

Absent the ability to achieve anything in that political world, what can private individuals and organizations do to help reform K-12 education? In other words, what can they do now without having to await anyone’s permission? 

We answer this question with seven proposals. All of them involve activities that will primarily or secondarily help private education gain market share. As the private sector gains students, the public schools will lose them.  We presume this downward trend will create strong competitive pressures on them to react. Unlike internal reforms wherein the specific steps to improvement would be given, here the public schools simply feel the pressure and are left to use their own discretion as to how they might respond. One of the proposals, additionally, encourages lawsuits that might result in the sanctioning and/or correcting specific egregious activities that might be occurring in public schools.

We believe that parents and others have considerable power to influence our K-12 schools- even when they seemingly lack the wherewithal to pursue alternatives. Unfortunately, most parents are ignorant of the real condition of our schools and of their children’s academic skills- kind of an “ignorance is bliss” situation. We believe that once armed with the facts, many of them will become eager to deal with the problems they see. Fortunately, parents and other stakeholders have many alternatives. We have chosen seven areas of activity in which concerned parties can act. They are presented in the next seven sections.

(I)  Pupil-Parent Unions 

Parents have traditionally joined associations intended to benefit their children’s schools. The national Parent Teachers Association (PTA) is the largest of these. Unfortunately, they reflect more the interests of teachers, unions, and school officials than those of the students.

We foresee and propose a different type of community-based organization that would combine parents and pupils while generally excluding school personnel. It could be called a pupil-parent union. (PPU). It would be an advocate for children. It would have the power of numbers to bolster its persuasiveness. It could deal directly with school administrators or could resort to external remedies on its own. While it is envisaged as primarily focused on public education, it could also extend itself into the area of private education. It would engage in fundraising and/or seek financial support from foundations. 

An organization like this can be the vehicle by which many of our following proposals could be accomplished. 

Likely Results. The mere existence of a pupil-parent union group in a community would probably put school officials on alert. That alone might lead to constructive changes in the schools. When the PPU would complain to a school official there would be some strength in “numbers” that could help sway the official’s response. Statewide or even in school committees such an organization would be seen as a lobbyist with clout. Other measures that could be taken by the pupil-parent union would include the tactic of removing children from a bad teacher and then funding the children’s alternative schooling with micro-vouchers (to be described below). Pupil-parent groups such as this could also interact with private schools in the community. They’d be a force to be reckoned with.

(II)  Fundraising Assistance

Most of these proposals require funds. Contributions must be solicited from potential donors. 

To raise funds, prospective donors need to understand the need. In our context, they need to understand the problems in K-12 education. When they grasp the depths of the degradation in our K-12 education systems they may be more inclined to donate and may give larger amounts. We think that the Biblical verse: “The truth shall make you free” may apply here. When parents and others are better informed about the conditions in our schools, they are further motivated to help improve them. This suggests that the right kind of publicity can help motivate donors to provide some of what’s needed. Or could we say, “The truth shall make you generous?”

Lastly, would someone please advise the Gates Foundation that donating directly to public school systems might not produce the desired results?

Likely Results. As individuals and organizations devoted to school reform donate more, the accumulated funds will provide the resources to implement some or all of the proposals we make here in this report. We also foresee that major fundraising would be needed to generate an endowed scholarship fund that could be used to provide vouchers or micro-vouchers. 

 (III)  Publicize the Facts About Achievement Test Inflation

Most citizens of Rhode Island who follow state and local news tend to be complacent about reports on NSRE achievement tests because the numbers don’t “look too bad.” Few are aware that some of the scores have been inflated to make the state’s public schools look better than they really are. ( It is not only the fault of the public education system, but it is also the fault of the media for not detecting and then reporting on the deceptions.

Getting honest numbers from achievement testing 

School systems in Rhode Island and elsewhere generally use these tests to determine competency levels of children. That sounds good until one learns about the misrepresented test results we just mentioned. Some states, such as California, typically report twice as many students at proficient levels than are really there (the benchmark being the national NAEP tests). Rhode Island is only slightly less flagrant in this regard. It reports proficiency levels in mathematics and in English language arts that are inflated by about 80%.

If the public system can’t be trusted in this area, then parents or parent organizations should consider the alternatives:

· They can apply available “formulas” to estimate or map more realistic proficiency numbers from the published state test’s results.

· Alternatively, they can use independent testing services to assess their children’s levels of achievement. 

Push for better media coverage

Education reporters are often ignorant of some of the problems within our school systems. They tend to focus too much on public schools. They tend to repeat unchecked what public school officials tell them. They are often not that well informed about the education field. Given this situation, what can be done to improve the media coverage and its accuracy? 

As more parents and other stakeholders conclude that misinformation is being disseminated about their schools, including the assessment results just discussed, they should communicate this knowledge to the media. Perhaps the simplest way to do this is the letter to the editor. Individuals with knowledge about school problems can participate in school committee meetings or otherwise get themselves covered by the media. Others could write op-ed columns. Some could become reporters. And we need supporters of these reforms to run for school committee seats.

Likely Results. When the practices of educators issuing deceptive achievement test results is more widely reported we can expect at least three different kinds of responses:

· It will influence parents to be more concerned about their children’s progress. This could lead to corrective steps such as providing feedback to the school system or maybe transferring the child to a private school or to home schooling. The market share of these alternatives would probably expand while the public school share would shrink. The ensuing competition might indirectly help the public schools improve.

· It could affect other stakeholders such as legislators, school committees, and private school operators and lead them to respond to the new information with suitable measures. This is one of several examples of expecting an indirect though intended consequence: That of reform. 

· It might lead private testing services to solicit additional business when the public testing regime is suspect. The information generated here may influence some parents to transfer their children to private schools- again putting indirect pressure on the public schools to do something.

 (IV)  Legal Actions Can Help

Parents and others, including our proposed pupil-parent unions, can seek remedies in the law. They can file lawsuits to recover damages or to remedy wrongful actions of schools. For example, by using the private testing services we discussed above, parents could subsequently use legal means to force schools to properly retain or advance their children into academically appropriate grade levels. Suits could be filed for the costs of remedial instruction. Even employers of deficient high school graduates could sue.

Likely Results. In those cases where the court would rule in favor of the plaintiff, it will be the judge who might be effecting policy changes in the schools- however temporary they might be. The untoward publicity may induce lawmakers and/or education officials to modify the laws, regulations, and policies. The negative publicity will also help private schools gain students. This would surely put additional pressure on the public schools. Thus it appears that taking legal action can produce three indirect lines of feedback: The judge’s action, the negative publicity, and the loss of students. 

(V)  Provide More Scholarships to Enable More Parental Choice in Education

Expand availability of private vouchers

Private vouchers are essentially scholarships provided through charity. While there has been significant growth of private vouchers, there currently do not seem to be sufficient private charitable resources available to provide such vouchers to every child who would want one. A noteworthy aspect of private vouchers is that they are rarely for full tuition; rather they are more commonly for half-tuition. It is interesting that even low-income families are often able to use them as they find the other half from their own resources and efforts. As we mentioned above, when donors become better aware of the need for scholarships the supply will likely increase. We reiterate that we can help build that awareness by publicizing the true condition of our K-12 schools.

Micro vouchers can multiply the benefits of charitable resources

Generally, in a public school- or even in a private school- one may observe that some classes are very well taught while others are not. Parents, so informed, might simply wish to enroll their children temporarily in alternative instruction to avoid a bad class.

If the parent could not afford private instruction for the alternative class, they might want a voucher to pay for it. If private voucher foundations would provide special limited vouchers that would cover these instructional gaps, its expenses over the 13 year K-12 sequence of educating any given child would be much less than if it were providing vouchers throughout that child’s entire time in the K-12 system. Such vouchers are called micro-vouchers
.

With the availability of sufficient numbers of such micro-vouchers, parents of an entire classroom of children could remove many or all of its pupils if that classroom’s teacher was inadequate. This would send unmistakable feedback to the school administrators and might result in that teacher’s “redeployment.” The proposed parent-pupil unions would be good organizations to manage this kind of remedy.

Provide more choice through low tuition

There are some private schools that have low tuition charges, which in effect provide discounts. Catholic schools’ tuition is often low. They tend to operate with low administrative overhead, with relatively low labor costs, and with some funding from charitable sources. This results in more families, including many of limited means, being able to enroll their children in such schools. In fact, economic analysis of private schooling indicates that a 10% reduction in tuition generally leads to a 5% increase in demand.
 In the lingo of economics this is a price elasticity of   -.5. One can view the price elasticity as a measure of the choice (incremental demand) that results from tuition reductions.

It should be obvious that private individuals and groups can’t just simply wave a wand to create low tuition schools out of the dust. It takes effort and expertise to establish low cost schools. We believe there are ways to do that which we expand upon in the next section.

Likely Results. All of these financial devices and discounts expand educational choices to families of limited means. Depending on the level of funding and the availability of low tuition schools, these measures would tend to increase private school enrollments and decrease those of the public school systems. As in our other proposals, the public schools will feel the competition and will lose students unless they are seen to be improving.

(VI) Expand Choices with New Non-Profit Private Schools

While economics suggests that competing against a heavily subsidized enterprise is very difficult, it is by no means impossible. We earlier gave the example of FedEx and how it successfully competes with the Postal Service for the delivery of parcels, including overnight letters. We believe that low-cost schools can be developed here in Rhode Island that will offer public schools significant competition even in the absence of vouchers. In this section we explore what can be done in the non-profit world and farther along in the next section we discuss similar options in the for-profit world.

Establish a Non-Profit Corporation that will Open a Private School

We propose first establishing something we call the Stellar Schools Development Corporation (SSDC) as a non-profit organization. It would seek classification as a 501(c)(3) non-profit organization so it could enjoy certain tax benefits. It would purchase or establish a K-12 school here in Rhode Island. It would apply for grants to demonstrate the concepts required to provide low-cost private education. SSDC would use virtual school technology to bring Web enabled instruction into its physical school. Given its experimental nature, SSDC would charge a token tuition fee. Once the instructional model is proven the tuition would be raised to a level that could be sustained over time once all of the economies of scale, efficiencies of automation, and lower labor costs are factored in. Consideration will be given to establishing a charter school for this purpose if a charter can be obtained consistent with these plans.

Perfect the Instructional, Operational, and Structural Formats Within the SSDC School

We believe that the best combination of methods, technologies and organizational formats appropriate for K-12 schools would lead to some kind of cooperative network of schools in which asynchronous distance education technologies would be used to automate routine instructional chores and thereby allow teachers to tutor children in a self-pacing mode of learning. We have previously developed plans for such a network that would operate in the for-profit sector. 
 It is fairly straightforward to devise similar systems for the non-profit sector where licensing networks would replace franchising and this is what we propose for the SSDC schools. Each child would own (or be issued) a laptop computer for use both at school and at home. A robust curriculum would be taught. 

The SSDC instructional services will be similar (though more elaborate) than those offered by virtual schools which mainly serve home schooling families. Instead our main focus will be to use them primarily in real schools while still providing services to home schooling families. We believe that our use of star teachers to author and present the online materials, including video instruction, will give our “virtual” school a competitive edge in the home schooling marketplace. Thus we believe we will find many customers there. 

The development steps, up to this point, do not anticipate a sufficiently large “customer” base for economies of scale to dominate. To make further progress, funding would be sought to open three more K-12 schools in Rhode Island under the Stellar Schools Development Corporation (SSDC). They would all operate in the same manner as the first prototype school did. As SSDC develops this network of schools it must decide about the structure of the network. It might opt for a wholly owned network or it could form a licensing network in which the local schools would have separate ownership but would contract with the non-profit corporation for the online instructional services. We prefer the licensing network as it accommodates the kind of flexibility that we believe is needed. It avoids the one-size-fits all attribute of the wholly owned network and instead allows an optimal sharing of core competencies between SSDC and its licensees. This network is designed to be a non-profit version of franchising. Another advantage of the licensing network is that it’s easier to raise funds given that the licensees would be responsible for much of that. 

Work with External Vendors of Distance Education Services

One of SSDC’s core competencies will be the provision of online and video instructional materials in which “star” teachers will author and teach the courses- probably in two-person teams. There are a number of possible alternatives for obtaining such content and services. Ideally we would purchase or lease all of this from external providers. Failing that, SSDC would develop and provide such content and services in-house. More likely it would do both. 

Likely Results. The SSDC Schools would compete against other private schools. Given SSDC’s superior instructional model, lower costs, and lower tuition, we expect its network to gain market share and grow appreciably as it gains students who transferred from other private schools. They would also compete against the public schools and would likely take some students from that environment for those cases where their families can afford the tuition. Given its better instructional services, some families will opt out of the public schools. This will put pressure on the public schools to stanch the losses of students and will probably lead them to implement some positive reforms. Again we see an indirect benefit to public school reform efforts.

 (VII)  Expand Choices with New For-Profit Schools 

We have already noted that the competition between public and non-profit private schools is generally weak. The latter have the modest incentive of solvency to improve their performance but not the strong motivation of real profits. For-profit schools exist and generally not only outperform their non-profit private counterparts but also do so for lower tuition charges. 

There are ways to make for-profit schools even more cost efficient than the SSDC schools. We foresee tuition charges to be markedly lower than expensive private academies, and eventually less than the relatively inexpensive Catholic parochial schools. We also think that for-profit franchising networks, proposed in what follows, can bring costs down below what non-profit networks could achieve. Our intention here is to build on the success of the non-profit Stellar Schools Development Corporation by copying its model. 

Obtaining Instructional Content and Services

As we mentioned above, in the case of SSDC, there are a number of possible alternatives for obtaining educational content and services from external providers. The one we propose involves the existing for-profit AsoraTM Education Enterprises (its current operations are limited to tutoring and substitute teaching). It would initially act as a broker for external suppliers of educational products and services. SSDC may be one of the suppliers. Over time, AsoraTM would develop and provide some content and services in-house that it can’t readily obtain from independent suppliers. As was the case with SSDC, one of Asora’sTM core competencies will be the production of online instructional materials. 

Evolve From Home School Vendor to Physical School Operator

Like its forerunner, SSDC, AsoraTM will first provide virtual school services to home schooling families. Then it will purchase or create a physical school modeled after the SSDC schools The tuition charged will be considerably lower than that of private academies of comparable academic rigor, but will be high enough to have profit potential.( It is intended to locate this school in Rhode Island.

Convert or Continue the SSDC Schools According to Demand

The SSDC Schools are intended to be a set of prototypical schools in which to develop, test, and prove the concepts advocated in the AsoraTM Schools instructional model. When this “research” purpose has been satisfied, the question arises as to their fate. An unlikely option would be their closure. More likely, they would be continued in operation but would no longer be prototypes. They could remain non-profit or depending on their legal status they could be sold, perhaps to the AsoraTM enterprise. As to this latter option, AsoraTM Education Enterprises would then have a small network of schools in addition to its home schooling business. In this environment, AsoraTM would develop the strategies, operational formats, and staffing that will be needed to further expand its network.

Add Schools as Franchisees

It should be clear that operating a solitary school would have unit costs higher than what could be obtained if there were economies of scale. A number of the products and services needed in a school can be provided much more cheaply if high volumes of these products/services are purchased. Having a network of schools then provides these economies of scale. Some of the traditional instructional services, that were provided locally, will now be provided over the Internet. That will introduce additional economies of scale.

From this point in time forward, we anticipate that the AsoraTM network will expand by franchising.( As the network grows many of the economies of scale will have a significant effect on reducing unit costs, which in turn will allow further tuition reductions and/or improved instructional services. 

Likely Results. Again, as in the last section, the lower tuition costs will attract more students. We presume that the for-profit schools will be even less expensive than the non-profit variety and will have a greater draw in the marketplace for education. As before, this will indirectly pressure public schools to compete or shrink even more rapidly.

Other Benefits Expected. In a synergistic sense, the seven preceding proposals combine to produce some additional results.

For example, there will be fiscal impacts on Rhode Island. As these networks of schools and their imitators gain market share, the public system will lose additional pupils. Over time the public system’s costs will decrease, which could allow the state to reduce its taxes and/or increase other services. The expected competition among the school types should also tend to drive costs down in both the public and the private sectors; these savings will also likely reduce taxes.

We also believe that our proposals will allow us to educate youngsters to a higher level of competency than is now the case. We believe that we can provide a more rigorous curriculum and do so for less expense than is the case in more traditional private schools. The self-pacing aspect of our instruction suggests that many students will finish K-12 one or two years early. Saving one or two years has two beneficial financial impacts: The child’s parents save one or two years worth of tuition. The student eventually enters the work force one or two years earlier than his or her cohorts, which has the financial implication of higher lifetime earnings.

We foresee a time when high quality private education providers will constitute the dominant sector of K-12 education. In a sense, these proposals also represent the best kind of bureaucratic reform: That of shrinking the bureaucracies’ market share. It will coexist with a smaller and yet better public education sector than what we currently have. In that combination, the range of choices available to children and their families will be far superior to those available today.

Evidence Supporting These Proposals

Given the novel aspect of many of our proposals there isn’t a large body of evidence in support.  There is some for which we can cite references. And there are also some “related efforts” that at least can lend us some plausibility. Thus, in corroboration we have the following kinds of supporting evidence in each of our seven areas:

 (I)  Pupil-Parent Unions 

There exist many alternatives to the National PTA chapters in which parents can join to help improve their schools. Most do not take adversarial roles, but given their independence from the PTA and its very close ties to the public education establishments they could be candidates for this role. There was an organization- evidently now defunct- Parents & Students United that did occasionally oppose the authorities in the Los Angeles United School District during the 1990’s. I found a snippet of information on the Internet attesting to this.
 I also once met its founder.

(II)  Fundraising Assistance

It is well known that many fund raising contractors and consultants know how to use publicity to solicit funds. 

(III)  Publicize the Facts About Achievement Test Inflation

Legislation
 being offered by Senator Kennedy would encourage aligning NSRE with NAEP and would require the provision of mapping tools to enable the public to remove the “inflation” to arrive at more sensible test results. 

(IV)  Legal Actions Can Help

Last year a lawsuit was filed in New Jersey seeking a court ordered voucher remedy to give the children represented by the plaintiffs’ attorney a better education than what had been provided in the public schools.

(V)  Provide More Scholarships to Enable More Parental Choice in Education

A number of foundations already provide privately funded scholarships or private vouchers to children in K-12 education.
 A new fund could be created or perhaps arrangements could be made with an existing fund.

(VI) Expand Choices with New Non-Profit Private Schools

We’re not aware of non-profit schools in the K-12 years that use online education to achieve cost savings. However, there are examples in post-secondary education in certain subject areas such as Virginia Tech’s Math Emporium.
 

(VII)  Expand Choices with New For-Profit Schools 

We didn’t find any similar for-profit schools that would provide evidence of success. There is, however, the University of Phoenix and its online education programs where there may be some similarities with our plans.

Conclusions

We believe that there is considerable power in applying these indirect external measures. From them we think significant improvements can be obtained in both private and public education. Most of our proposals put their emphasis on the private side of the industry and that has a built in “insurance policy.” It says that if the indirect incentives on the public system have no or little effect, at least we have started down the road to build a larger and more successful private sector in education. If that has no other effect than to reduce the size of the public sector, that in itself is a form of improvement to the overall K-12 education marketplace.

But we are more optimistic than that and believe that some of these proposals will indirectly motivate public education sector reforms while at the same time helping the private side of the industry improve too.

Little of this will happen on any significant scale unless those concerned get organized. We proposed the pupil-parent unions but other kinds of associations could be contemplated as well. Since the organizations will need resources to do most of their work, the fundraising proposal is also important. Thus I view the first two proposals as the most important ones of the seven offered because they provide some of the resources needed to accomplish the others.

We See Education More as an Enterprise Than as a Bureaucracy

Given that our external proposals have us working on the private side of the education marketplace, there is additional flexibility to get things done that would be frustrated on the government side. We reflect on this advantage next.

Successful businesses and non-profit enterprises do not develop in one step where at the outset the optimal design is known. Rather, they evolve through a series of iterations or experiments from which best methods evolve. To reform education by political means basically requires us to think in terms of the “one step” solution. Political “iterating” over several steps would not only be very time consuming, there is no guarantee that the subsequent approvals would be given. Political decision-making tends to be a tedious process unlike that in the real world of private activities. Thus, by focusing on education as an enterprise we shorten the time for development and simplify the approval process by which the project advances from one stage to the next.

While we see roles for both non-profit and for-profit enterprises, we see the former more as the engine of research and development as well as the operator of some networks of schools. On the other hand we think the for-profit model is a better format for maturing networks wherein further efficiencies and enhanced services can be attained through the incentives that arise from the profit motive. We already have a fairly clear picture of what a franchising network of schools looks like, as is described elsewhere.6 Given that seed money (either investment capital or grants) is needed to start the development process and given our perception that grants are more likely to be provided before investment capital, we believe that the development of non-profit prototypical schools has the best prospects for funding. Thus we have proposed the non-profit SSDC schools to carry out this phase. Later, when we essentially have proof of concept one or more for-profit enterprises can copy, implement, operate and profit from the developed concepts.

Finally, we propose the for-profit alternative not so much to make anyone wealthier but because it leads to the best kinds of schools. If we were to maintain our network as a non-profit going forward, the incentives for success would be diminished. Thus, as in most other businesses, we think profits serve both altruism and the bottom line.

There’s No Need to Wait

Interested parties can take action now. 

· Parents and others can organize associations of like-minded stakeholders. 

· Those with financial resources can donate while others can volunteer their labor. 

· Fundraisers can solicit donations while grant writers can seek foundation grants..

· Writers can help inform as well as publicize these agendas. 

· Lawyers can sue the public schools when appropriate.

· Angels and others with financial resources can invest in for-profit schools. 

· Entrepreneurs can build and manage for-profit schools.

· Aware parents can seek alternatives for their children.

There is much to be done and we can get started now. 

Endnotes:







( The national benchmark by which grade level achievement criteria are measured is the annual National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) examination administered by the National Center for Educational Statistics. By comparing statewide measures of proficiency of the national test versus the state tests one can determine the degree of misrepresentation (or inflation) in the state administered tests.


( By profit potential we mean that once the network has grown to have significant economies of scale that then the company would become profitable at the given level of tuition.


( Franchising is flexible regarding the organizational format of the franchisees. This means that non-profit and government organizations can be franchisees- only the franchisor must be a for-profit business.
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� We found this number in an AFT Education Foundation report that is somewhat out of date (Dec. 2000). The report is at � HYPERLINK "http://www.aft.org/topics/charters/downloads/venturesomefull.pdf" ��http://www.aft.org/topics/charters/downloads/venturesomefull.pdf�





� Please review the downloadable report, Mapping State Reported Proficiency Percentages to the NAEP Scale: Derivation and Verification of the ELQ Mapping Formulas, in the Word Document, MapToNAEP.doc to learn how we derived and subsequently tested our mapping formulas. It is available at    � HYPERLINK "http://www.stellarschools.com/page35/page40/page40.html" ��http://www.stellarschools.com/page35/page40/page40.html�





� The concept “micro-voucher” was first proposed by Perelman: Lewis J. Perelman, School’s Out: Hyperlearning, the New Technology, and the End of Education, William Morrow & Co., 1992.





� B. R. Chiswick and S. Koutroumanes, An Econometric Analysis of the Demand for Private Schooling, Research in Labor Economics 15, (1996): pp 209-37.





� The business plan for the Stellar Schools Company, the former name of AsoraTM  Schools, is available in a downloadable Word file at URL � HYPERLINK "http://www.stellarschools.com/page35/page13/page13.html" ��http://www.stellarschools.com/page35/page13/page13.html�





� Parents & Students United was led by Eadie Gieb during the 1990’s. The only URL I could find that shows its opposition to school authorities is: � HYPERLINK "http://www.educationpolicy.org/newsletter/EEFeb98.htm" ��http://www.educationpolicy.org/newsletter/EEFeb98.htm�





�  The legislative provisions submitted by Senator Kennedy can be viewed at � HYPERLINK "http://thomas.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/F?c110:1:./temp/~c110Assg8d:e11093" ��http://thomas.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/F?c110:1:./temp/~c110Assg8d:e11093� .





� An article from the Wall Street Journal gives more details. It’s viewable at � HYPERLINK "http://www.edreform.com/index.cfm?fuseAction=document&documentID=2448&sectionID=37&NEWSYEAR=2006" ��http://www.edreform.com/index.cfm?fuseAction=document&documentID=2448&sectionID=37&NEWSYEAR=2006�


� Among these is the Children’s Scholarship Fund (� HYPERLINK "http://www.scholarshipfund.org/index.asp" ��http://www.scholarshipfund.org/index.asp� ) and the organization Parents Advancing Values in Education (� HYPERLINK "http://www.pave.org" ��http://www.pave.org� ). 





� Michael Williams, A Technology-Based Model for Learning, Journal on Systemics, Cybernetics, and Informatics, 2, #6, (2005); also available as a downloadable report from � HYPERLINK "http://www.iiisci.org/Journal/SCI/Abstract.asp?var=&id=P355312" ��http://www.iiisci.org/Journal/SCI/Abstract.asp?var=&id=P355312�





� The online program at the University of Phoenix is analogous to home schooling, as we don’t see a classroom or campus aspect to it. For more information check � HYPERLINK "http://www.uopxonline.com/howitworks.asp" ��http://www.uopxonline.com/howitworks.asp� .
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