WHAT MATTERS MOST

Trump fails a crucial test

Randi Weingarten, President
American Federation of Teachers

Donald Trump doesn't have any use for public
schools—he never attended them, sent his kids
to them or supported civic efforts to strengthen
them. So perhaps it's no surprise that he would
propose a plan that would decimate public
education. But 90 percent of America’s children
attend public schools. Trump’s plan to expand
failed voucher programs and destabilize public
schools is a grave threat to them and to this
essential public good.

Facts matter when
it comes to our
children’s education.

Trump’s $20 billion proposal to “voucherize”
public education would harm 10 children for
every 1 child he purports to help. It appears that
Trump would cut all Title I funding for low-income
students and an additional $5 billion in federal
education funding. The Title | cuts alone could
strip funding from up to 56,000 public schools
serving more than 21 million children. His plan
would rob 5 million public school students with
disabilities of essential services. An additional
5 million English language learners would be
denied educational supports. Eight million stu-
dents would lose the Pell grants that make it
possible to attend college. Students across the
country would lose tens of thousands of highly
qualified teachers and classroom aides, resulting
in unacceptably large class sizes and depriving
students of one-on-one attention.

And for what? To expand access to charter
schools, which generally perform no better
than public schools, and voucher schools, which
perform far worse. Not surprisingly, a version
of Trump’s idea was flatly rejected by bipartisan
majorities in Congress just last fall when they
passed the new federal education law, the Every
Student Succeeds Act.

When Trump unveiled his proposal last week in
Cleveland, the venue he chose made the case
against his own plan. The for-profit charter school
where he made his announcement received a
D and an F on the annual Ohio Department of
Education report card, and the state’s voucher
and charter school sectors have been marred by
fraud, mismanagement and achievement that
lags far behind traditional public schools.

While charters have their place in public educa-
tion, they were never intended to displace pub-
lic schools, defraud taxpayers or be devoid of
oversight, as many are in Ohio and elsewhere.
In addition to lackluster achievement, the charter
sector is rife with corruption, often discriminates
against high-needs students, and has under-
mined public districts in cities like Chicago,
Detroit and Philadelphia.

Decades of research show that voucher pro-
grams simply don’t work. A report released last
week by the Government Accountability Office
found that voucher schools do not improve
educational opportunities for disadvantaged stu-
dents. The GAO report also found that private
school voucher programs in the states it studied
(Arizona, Indiana, Ohio and Wisconsin) take as
much as a third of their funding directly from
public school budgets. It's a lose-lose situation:
Voucher students are poorly served and public
school students suffer.

Trump is not one to let facts get in his way.
But facts matter, especially when it comes to
our children and, particularly, children with the
greatest needs.

Trump could have visited Cincinnati, if he wanted
to see an effective public school model that sup-
ports the achievement and well-being of disad-
vantaged students. Cincinnati is well on its way
to transforming every public school in the district
into a community school. These schools offer a
rigorous academic program with the supports
students need to succeed. In addition to men-
tors, tutoring and other academic interventions,
children and their families have in-school access
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to services that help overcome the effects of pov-
erty. The schools have health and dental clinics,
social workers and counselors, and numerous
social services. Cincinnati is now the top urban
district in Ohio.

Or Trump could have gone to another battle-
ground state and stopped at Westinghouse High
School in Pittsburgh. Not long ago, Westing-
house was slated for closure. The city, its police
and fire departments, families, school staff, and
our union came together to launch a public
safety career and technical education program
this year. The program, with seed money from
the AFT Innovation Fund, will prepare students
for careers in firefighting, emergency medical
services and law enforcement. It will help diver-
sify these workforces to better reflect the com-
munities they serve—a vital step in creating trust
and understanding.

Parents and the public want leaders to strengthen
public schools, not destabilize them. We need a
president who will focus on investing in univer-
sal pre-K, strong public schools with high aca-
demic standards, and community schools, and
on respecting and supporting educators. Hillary
Clinton has specific proposals to do just that.

Donald Trump doesn’t understand or value the
role of public education in a democracy. Our
public schools are open to all, they advance our
individual and collective aspirations, and they
unite people from an array of backgrounds in a
common experience. Schemes that elevate mar-
kets, profits and privatization over our children’s
needs and the public good not only have failed
but are an affront to our democratic principles.

Weingarten being “disarmed” by a student in the public safety CTE program at Westinghouse High School in Pittsburgh.
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