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It may strike Governor Quie and his
friends as slightly weird that I want

to launch this discussion of Al’s signifi-
cance in the field of education by talk-
ing about a Catholic social doctrine
known as s u b s i d i a r i t y. Al is many
things, which means he could fairly be
described as a small-c catholic—i.e.
c o m p rehensive and universal—but you
may find it improbable for a Jew to
open a discussion of an Evangelical
Lutheran by relating him to a concept

t h a t ’s best known among big-C
Catholics. 

In this case, I think it’s kosher, so to
speak. The doctrine of subsidiarity
teaches that the entities nearest to a
social challenge should do their best to
meet it before re s o rting to larger or
m o re distant groups for help. In other
w o rds, the smallest, nearest unit within
society that can tackle a pro b l e m
should shoulder responsibility for doing
so. You don’t hoist things higher up the
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o rganizational ladder unless you
absolutely must. Where this gets com-
plicated, naturally, is where people dis-
a g ree about who should make which
decision, or what is good enough, or
what happens when some of those at a
lower level are coping well with the
challenge but others at the same level
a re not. Does it then ascend the ladder?
W h e re does it stop?

We face such dilemmas in educa-
tion all the time. At least five levels of
the American social order have a say
about how children get educated. Par-
ents and family. Teachers and princi-
pal. The local community, school
b o a rd, and school system. The state.
And that big old government in Wa s h-
ington, D.C. Indeed, that’s the simple
version, the five-layer cake. It gro w s
m o re complicated in real-world situa-
tions where, for example, county super-
visors second-guess the school board ,
w h e re a church gets involved with a
s c h o o l ’s education policies, where
t h e re ’s a regional superintendent, etc.
But we don’t have all week, so let’s
stick to the five levels I mentioned. We
can call them family, school, district,
state, and Wa s h i n g t o n .

I t ’s hard to apply the doctrine of
subsidiarity to so messy a scene because
reasonable people sincerely disagre e
about which level should be re s p o n s i-
ble for what in education. That’s why
we’ve ended up with so elaborate and,
some say, dysfunctional, system of edu-
cation governance in America. Instead
of a layer cake, picture a marble cake
five layers tall. Any slice you might cut
f rom it would make you dizzy to look at. 

I want to suggest, though, that one
lens through which we can re a s o n a b l y
view Al Quie’s approach to education
these past eighty years is that of a per-
son trying to apply the doctrine of sub-
sidiarity to that multi-tiered marble
cake. Putting it diff e re n t l y, Al has
patiently and assiduously tried to re -
bake the cake with neater layers and
less marbling by sorting out in a more
rational and efficient way—one that
involves the idea of subsidiarity even if
Al might not express it in those
t e rms—the various responsibilities for
educating children and making deci-
sions about schooling.

He has sought to assign to the fami-
ly those education responsibilities that
it can most appropriately and success-
fully fulfill. He has done the same at
the school, district, state and even the
federal levels. That he hasn’t always
gotten his way has much to do with the
fact that everyone else also has their
p re f e rred ways of sorting out education
responsibilities and sometimes those
other ways command more votes. But
Al has persevere d .

Consider, for example, how he has
staunchly advocated giving parents
both the responsibility and the right to
get their children the best possible edu-
cation at schools of their own choosing,
at the same time as—here’s the other
end of the subsidiarity spectrum—he
has also had a profound influence on
federal education policy. Consider all
the things he has done to improve Min-
nesota’s handling of education at the
state level and yet, while governor of
this state, he also served as a key mem-
ber of the famous national commission
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that—twenty years ago last month,
when Al was a mere stripling of fifty-
nine years—issued the influential re p o rt
we know as A Nation at Risk.

Al Quie, you see, is one of those
people who can hold several compli-
cated ideas in his head at once, under-
stand the tensions and complemen-
tarities among them, and impro v e
upon all of them. He can not only walk
and chew gum at the same time, he can
also whistle, juggle, hug a kid, encour-
age a prisoner, and perhaps murmur a
p r a y e r, all the while walking and chew-
ing gum. He’s quite a guy. And of
course that’s why I’m here, and you’re
h e re, to honor him.

R e t u rning to education and sub-
s i d i a r i t y, let’s identify the underlying
tension here, between what economists
would term the private interest in edu-
cation and the public interest. That’s
what leads us into conflicts between
private and public control of schooling,
between local and national, between
viewing education as a family affair and
as a vast society-wide undert a k i n g .

On the one hand, there is nothing
m o re private, more intimate, more
local, and less of anybody else’s busi-
ness than rearing one’s own childre n ,
including, of course, their education.
T h a t ’s the proper work of parents and
f a m i l y, perhaps also of neighborh o od ,
village, and church. Arg u a b l y, it’s the
most important private act one ever
engages in, imparting to your child
your own beliefs, values, and special
knowledge and striving to shape that
child into the kind of person you
d ream she will become. More o v e r,
c h i l d re n ’s tangible life prospects are

much enhanced by their acquisition of
a solid education, which has enorm o u s
bearing on their income, their status,
their employability, their peer gro u p ,
their chances of finding a suitable
mate, etc. Thus children have a huge
private stake in this activity but, since
they are too young and naïve to fully
a p p reciate that or know what to do
about it, good parents assume this
responsibility as their own.

That was just one hand. I still have
a n o t h e r. On the other hand, we know
that every society from the most primi-
tive tribe to the most sophisticated
nation-state has established means for
inducting its young into its essential
knowledge, skills, traditions, more s ,
g round rules, values, and practices. It’s
in every society’s interest to assure that
all its members acquire those things
b e f o re they reach the age of full part i c-
ipation. No society can long endure if
those entering it are ignorant of the
rules of the road, if they don’t know to
drive on the right, if they don’t tell the
t ruth, if they refuse to obey the laws,
etc. Chaos would break out. Hence all
societies devise ways of educating their
young. We also know that societies
g row more pro s p e rous when their chil-
d ren are well educated. Their culture is
m o re robust. Their civic life works bet-
t e r. Their crime and welfare and child-
abuse rates are lower. And much more .
Thus we encounter the public intere s t
in providing every b ody with an educa-
tion at the same time as we acknowl-
edge a clear private intere s t .

Reconciling this tension is much of
what education policy and politics are
about. That’s certainly so in America,
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w h e re every state has written into its
constitution an obligation to educate
its citizens. In Minnesota, for example,
section 1 of Article 13 says this: “The
stability of a republican form of gov-
e rnment (that’s “republican” with a
small “r”) depending mainly upon the
intelligence of the people, it is the duty
of the legislature to establish a general
and uniform system of public schools.
The legislature shall make such pro v i-
sions by taxation or otherwise as will
s e c u re a thorough and efficient system
of public schools throughout the state.”

A “thorough and efficient system of
public schools” indeed. There ’s the
public interest in education at work.
Yet the United States Supreme Court
also tells us that, while the state may
establish such a system and may also
re q u i re children to attend school, it
may not re q u i re them to attend gov-
e rnment-operated schools. That’s
because the court also recognized the
private interest in education, and
vouchsafed the pare n t ’s right to select
the child’s school. This happened in
1925 when the Supreme Court decided
P i e rce v. Society of Sisters. “The funda-
mental theory of liberty upon which all
g o v e rnments in this union re p o s e , ”
ruled the justices, “excludes any gener-
al power of the state to standardize its
c h i l d ren by forcing them to accept
i n s t ruction from public teachers only. ”

We begin to see why this topic is
i n t e resting and convoluted. The peo-
ple of a state, via their constitution,
task the legislature with establishing a
t h o rough and efficient system of public
schools. The legislature mandates that
c h i l d ren between certain ages must

attend school. That’s the public inter-
est at work. But there can be many
kinds of schools, not only those estab-
lished by the state, and the parent has a
right to decide which one his child will
attend. Or, for that matter, may edu-
cate his children at home. Thus the
private interest comes into play and it,
too, is recognized by govern m e n t .

Tension often follows. The familiar
political disagreements over school
choice, for example, rest atop serious
d i ff e rences of opinion about who can
safely be trusted with which decisions.
Last week at Stanford, I was re m i n d e d
once again that many ed school pro f e s-
sors firmly believe that parents cannot
be counted upon to make re s p o n s i b l e
decisions about their childre n ’s school-
ing—that they will self-segregate or
will choose schools because of conve-
nience, peer group, or extracurr i c u l a r
o fferings rather than academic pro w e s s
and community interests. At the same
time, I meet people, many of them on
the political right but some well over
on the left, who insist that the state has
no business prescribing academic stan-
d a rds or giving tests based on them. 

C o n s i d e r, too, the conflicts that can
e rupt between a family-centered ver-
sion of education and the govern m e n t -
mandated kind. Suppose pare n t s
believe children should learn to turn
the other cheek when criticized or
attacked; yet the family dwells in a
m a rtial society that believes in severe
punishments and swift re t r i b u t i o n s ?
Who decides which approach the chil-
d ren will learn? Or, if they learn about
both, whose job is it—if anybod y ’s — t o
tell them which is preferable? Or sup-
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p o s e — h e re ’s a more plausible exam-
ple—that parents don’t think sex edu-
cation is any of the school’s business
but the state health curriculum re q u i re s
that all schools teach it. Who decides
what happens to Amy and Jamie over
at the Franklin Middle School? Sup-
pose parents want an Afro-centric edu-
cation for their children but the
l e g i s l a t u re has mandated multicultural-
ism? Suppose they want multi-cultural-
ism but the district has embraced Core
Knowledge? Who decides? Public or
private? Government or parent? 

Believe it or not, I have oversimpli-
fied the picture by pretending that
t h e re are just two options, state and
f a m i l y. Now add local control and the
notion that one’s city or town should
elect a school board to make many of
these decisions. Add the federal gov-
e rnment and the notion that Uncle
Sam should use his money and leverage
to make errant states and districts do
right by poor kids, disabled kids, kids
who haven’t learned enough American
h i s t o ry or kids enrolled in failing
schools, even if the district or pare n t s
d o n ’t see it that way at all. Who
decides what?

Yes, it’s a puzzling picture. Sub-
sidiarity is surely right in principle to
hold that decisions should be made and
actions taken at the lowest level that
can handle them. Yet when it comes to
education, Americans just plain don’t
a g ree which level that should be. We
d i d n ’t leave it to To p e k a ’s board of edu-
cation back in 1954 to decide how to
handle the education of black childre n .
We didn’t leave it to states in 1965 to
do justice to disadvantaged kids or, in

1975, to kids with disabilities. Wa s h-
ington stepped in big time. Nor is Min-
nesota leaving it to Bemidji and
Minnetonka to set minimal academic
s t a n d a rds for their students—and if it
did the federal government would slap
it on the wrist for violating the re q u i re-
ments of No Child Left Behind. At the
same time, however, we also have char-
ter schools, created under state law,
that say, in effect, nobody outside our
school has the right to tell us what to
teach or how to teach it. We have pri-
vate schools that can employ whomev-
er they like to teach Jamie and Amy
and that are typically immune fro m
state tests and accountability systems,
even from the long arm of No Child
Left Behind. And we have parents edu-
cating their children at home accord-
ing to their own lights.

Now back to Al Quie, who has
worked within every layer of this mar-
ble cake. He has, of course, been a par-
ent and grandparent, so he knows that
level well. He attended grade school in
Nerstrand and high school in Nort h-
field before going to St. Olaf College,
so he’s been on the receiving end of
public education and private higher
education. For three years, he worked
as clerk to the District 43 school board ,
so he’s got direct experience with local
education governance. He was a state
policy maker during three years in the
Minnesota Senate and four as govern o r.
And he spent two decades in Wa s h i n g-
ton, serving, so far as I know, for that
e n t i re time on what was then called the
House Education and Labor Commit-
tee. When I first met Al, he was its
ranking Republican and a force to be
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reckoned with in federal education pol-
icy circles. Those were the years when
L B J ’s “great society” education pro-
grams were enacted, including the Ele-
m e n t a ry and Secondary Education Act,
which is the ancestor of tod a y ’s No
Child Left Behind legislation; the Head
S t a rt program; the Higher Education
Act; and, a few years later, the Educa-
tion for All Handicapped Childre n
Act, now known as IDEA, in the shap-
ing of which congressman Albert
H a rold Quie played a key role. 

On top of all that, Secre t a ry Te rre l l
Bell appointed Governor Quie to the
National Commission on Excellence in
Education, whose celebrated 1983
re p o rt launched us on the path of stan-
d a rds-based education re f o rm that
remains the main path today at both
the federal level and in the states.

As best I can make out, Al is one of
the few people in America with signif-
icant experience at major levels of edu-
cation policymaking. That gives him
an unparalleled appreciation for the
conflicts that arise in a multi-layere d
system, for the difficulty of applying
the principle of subsidiarity—or any
tidy formula—to this complex system;
for the ways that one level of policy
making can frustrate the designs of
another; and also—looking on the
bright side—for the ways that this
Rube Goldberg apparatus enables a
complex country to pursue a number of
ends in a lot of diff e rent modes at the
same time without surrendering all
hope of unity or consistency.

B e f o re finishing, I will try to apply
that thought to what many judge to be
t od a y ’s big struggle between standard s -

based and choice-based education
re f o rm, and will comment further on
No Child Left Behind and the chal-
lenges it poses to subsidiarity. But
allow me to circle there by way of A
Nation at Risk.

Much ink has been spilled over this
famous re p o rt. One can still get into a
big fight with some educators by saying
that its authors were right to use stro n g
language to explain what ailed Ameri-
can education, what needed to change,
and why this was urgent. The short
version is that our kids were not learn-
ing enough and this mediocrity posed a
t h reat to our future as a nation.

One clear outcome of that re p o rt
and the furor it engendered was a
nationwide consciousness raising about
the centrality of education re s u l t s ,
especially as denominated in student
achievement. A second clear outcome
was the shift of focus from the educa-
tion challenges that had pre o c c u p i e d
us in the 1960s and ’70s (fairn e s s ,
access, adequacy of services, equality of
o p p o rt u n i t y, etc.) to the big emphases
of the past two decades: educational
achievement, school effectiveness, and
judging kids, schools and school sys-
tems not by what goes into them or
how hard they’re trying but by what
t h e y ’ re actually accomplishing.

That much is clear and praisewort h y.
Would that it were matched by bona
fide gains on the achievement front. But
it isn’t. I’m a member, in fact I’m chair-
man, of a group based at Stanford’s
Hoover Institution called the Koret
Task Force on K-12 education, which
recently made a thorough appraisal of
what has and hasn’t happened by way of
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education change in America in the
twenty years since A Nation at Risk.
( You can find our re p o rt on line at the
Hoover website. The title is O u r
Schools & Our Future: Are We Still at
R i s k ?)

We were underwhelmed by what we
found. Yes, there was the needed con-
sciousness raising that I mentioned,
and the needed refocusing of attention
f rom inputs to results. And yes, a lot of
states and communities have earn e s t l y
tried to set matters right, as have feder-
al policy makers. We’ve had a plethora
of re f o rms of every sort and have spent
vast sums on them. But we don’t have a
heck of a lot to show for it by way of
i m p roved outcomes. Test scores are
flat. Graduation rates are down a little.
Our perf o rmance on intern a t i o n a l
assessments is mediocre—and gets
worse the longer kids are in school.

Why so many earnest eff o rts yet so
little achievement? Our task force con-
cluded that the Excellence Commis-
s i o n ’s members—forgive me this part ,
A l — w e re a tad naïve about some re a l i-
ties of the American education system.
They seemed to think that astute
analysis and sound advice would lead
to change, as if the system were eager
to re f o rm but lacked direction. That
t u rned out not to be so. The system
d i d n ’t want to change and still doesn’t .
I t ’s full of adult interest groups with
lobbyists—and those groups vowed to
p rotect their interests long after the
Excellence Commission detonated its
re p o rt and went home. The system also
t u rns out to be firmly in the grip of
what E. D. Hirsch calls the education
“thoughtworld,” essentially a bunch of

bad ideas promulgated and enforced by
ed school faculties and pro f e s s i o n a l
peer pre s s u re. More o v e r, the commis-
sion underestimated the complacency
of the great American middle class
with respect to its own schools, the
suburban propensity to assume that
education problems mean somebod y
e l s e ’s schools and children need to
c h a n g e .

In re t rospect, there f o re, A Nation at
R i s k had a huge impact on how we
think about education but less impact
on how we organize and run that sys-
tem and the results coming out of it.

What to do going forw a rd? What
will the next twenty years bring? It
could be good news, if we are smart
about the two big re f o rm ideas now
stalking the land. Both come from out-
side the traditional education system.
Neither trusts the system to do the
right thing on its own. Neither settles
for advice and exhortation. Both seek
to put heavy pre s s u re on the system
f rom outside. One relies on state stan-
d a rds, tests, and accountability systems,
backstopped by a set of federal rules as
c odified in the No Child Left Behind
Act. Call it standards-based re f o rm .
Think of it as “trusting the state.” The
other relies on competition, diversity,
and choice. Call it market-driven
re f o rm. Think of it as “trusting the
consumers,” both to move their kids
into better schools and, by competing
with the traditional system, to force it
to change its ways.

Both re f o rm ideas have consider-
able traction. Both take innumerable
f o rms. Both also turn out to be hard to
get right, however, and neither has
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fully proven itself. Each has plenty of
enemies and dissenters. (Just look at
this state’s struggles over academic
s t a n d a rds and school choice.) A lot of
people would have you believe that the
two approaches are mutually exclusive,
but I don’t see it that way. In my view,
they re i n f o rce each other. Note, for
example, that standards-based re f o rm is
far better at identifying tro u b l e d
schools than at fixing them. What,
then, to do with the kids stuck in tro u-
bled schools that we’re not sure how to
repair? How about sending them to
other schools, better schools, schools of
their choice? In that way, choice-based
re f o rm can buttress standard s - b a s e d
re f o rm. It works the other way, too. We
need a viable marketplace if choice-
based re f o rm is to function well and
one of the requisites of such a market-
place is well-informed consumers who
can make sound choices among the
available education offerings. How bet-
ter to compare schools than by looking
at objective test scores re p o rted by the
state in relation to uniform academic
s t a n d a rds? In this way, I believe, stan-
d a rds-based re f o rm brings a necessary
i n g redient to market-driven re f o rm .

I could give more examples. My
point is that we need not choose sides
in this struggle. We can embrace both
strategies. We should want them both.
And taken together, I believe they
e m b ody a viable version of subsidiarity.
The state is probably the appro p r i a t e
layer to set academic standards. But
individual schools and parents are the
right ones to make crucial decisions
about where a child will attend school
and what happens to her there .

Uncle Sam isn’t helping much, how-
e v e r, as he takes command of standard s -
based re f o rm, seeks to standardize that
strategy across a big and diverse country,
and sucks up much of the available edu-
cation re f o rm oxygen and money.

I have never been as ambivalent
about a piece of public policy as about
No Child Left Behind. I was enthusias-
tic about the pre s i d e n t ’s original pro-
posal as set forth just two days after he
moved into the White House. It pro-
posed three re f o rm engines to haul the
education train up a steep incline
t o w a rd excellence. The first engine was
s t a n d a rds, tests, and accountability, a
blend of what Governor Bush and his
p redecessors did in Texas and what Bill
Clinton did at the federal level with
his Goals 2000 program. The second
was serious flexibility for states—Bush
called this proposal “charter states”—
that conferred on interested states
wide-ranging freedom to spend their
federal education dollars as they saw fit
in re t u rn for demonstrable gains in stu-
dent perf o rmance. (You can see the
parallel with charter schools.) The
t h i rd was a decent amount of market-
style re f o rm, mostly centered on the
kind of exit-voucher program that Jeb
Bush has put into place in Florida, such
that a kid can exit a chronically failing
school and take the money to the pub-
lic, chart e r, or private school of his
c h o i c e .

Taken together, I thought, those
t h ree engines might actually succeed
in hauling that long, sluggish train
uphill. Congress, however, pro m p t l y
derailed two of the engines—small,
unworkable vestiges are what re m a i n
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of state flexibility and parent choice—
and enacted only the standards and
testing regimen. But that’s what almost
e v e ry state was already trying to do for
itself and there is reason to fear that a
u n i f o rm, federally mandated version
will cause a lot of needless friction and
v e ry possibly trigger some unintended
and unwanted side eff e c t s .

By expressing such anxieties, I have
managed to get myself thoro u g h l y
unloved by the White House, which
seems to deal with its enemies more
astutely than with friendly critics. But
t h a t ’s another topic. The point I want
to make here is that No Child Left
Behind may not work as intended; it
may lull people into a false confidence
that Uncle Sam is solving the educa-
tion system; it may foster cynicism
about the possibility of re f o rm itself;
and, by misapplying the principle of
s u b s i d i a r i t y, it may even impede other
s o rts of education re f o rms from gaining
traction in states, communities, and
individual schools. 

I think I know what would have
happened if federal policy makers had
been wise enough to consult Al Quie
b e f o re going down this particular path.
In his gracious, straightforw a rd, plain-
spoken way, I think Al would have
counseled them to examine several dif-
f e rent paths. And not to vest too much
of the decision-making along the banks
of the Potomac. Instead, he would say,
t rust people more, people in communi-
ties, people in statehouses, people
a round their own kitchen tables.

And that, in the end, is what we
would be wise to learn from Al Quie
and his extraord i n a ry re c o rd of com-

mitment, steadfastness, clear thinking,
and hard work on behalf of our chil-
d ren, the improvement of their
schools, and the proper ordering of the
system in which they operate.

Thank you, govern o r, and happy
b i rt h d a y.

Following Dr. Finn’s speech, Gover-
nor Quie off e red brief remarks and
then both took audience questions.

Gove rnor Qu i e’s Re m a rk s

C h e c k e r, the reason I’ve liked you all
these years is that you’re the one person
in education who keeps telling the
e m p e ror he has no clothes. That has to
be said all the way up the layers that
w e ’ re speaking about. As I listened to
C h e c k e r, two words struck me. One was
subsidiarity—and I know no one missed
that one. But I was probably the only one
who reacted to the other one. Checker
said that those who wrote A Nation at
R i s k w e re naïve. I’d add two other word s
to that description. I think we were a rro-
g a n t and we were i n a rticulate. 

The concern that I have is in the
layers you described. I think we’ve
p retty well lost the creativity we devel-
oped in the expansion of govern m e n t
in the 1930s. I didn’t think too much
of it in the 1930s because my dad was
an ardent Republican and he thought
one of the worst people who ever came
a c ross the horizon was Franklin Roo-
sevelt. But the Department of Agricul-
t u re was on the cutting edge—the
cooperative extension service, the
county agent, were part of a federal
p rogram, but it was run by the county.
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In fact, it was run by the people in the
c o u n t y. It had local support and local
roots. But the Department of Agricul-
t u re lost that connection a long time
ago and that’s the tendency of govern-
ments higher than that very local level
because you get to thinking that you
know more than those who are at a
m o re local unit of government. That is
what I mean when I say A Nation at
R i s k comission members were arro g a n t .
We thought we could get higher educa-
tion turned around. We thought we
could attract something better than the
lower quarter of the class to go into
teaching. We thought that people
would catch this idea of standards. 

But the most important thing we
have lost is the impact of the family on
education. That’s the greater part. I’ll
tell you quickly a Marg a ret Mead story.
I’m not a follower of Marg a ret Mead,
but this one really impressed me. She
talked about a young child in a bucket
seat. The child couldn’t sit up straight,
he kept slumping over. The child’s
father—who the child had only seen
once, right after his birth—walked into
the room without saying a word and
the child sat up straight. Marg a re t
Mead said there ’s something between
p a rents and a child that is beyond that
which we can describe. 

The one thing we did not know at
the National Commission on Excel-
lence in Education was how to talk
about teaching morality and ethics in
school. How do we build character?
Finally we had no re c o m m e n d a t i o n s
on how to make things happen.

We need to move away from ele-
m e n t a ry schools that look like facto-

ries. School should be located where
p a rents congregate with other pare n t s
in the daytime so that the child goes to
school with the parent. We conducted
a poll that asked parents if they would
volunteer to help in the school; 73 per-
cent said they would. We talked to
employers; 68 percent said they would
p e rmit parents to take a break during
the working day to be with their kids.
Just imagine what would happen if we
committed ourselves to our kids and
our society. 

We have to change our whole soci-
ety so the basic part of that layer
cake—the family—is automatically
involved in the education system,
whether they know they should be or
not. There are people all over this state
and this country who know that the
family should be involved: home-
schoolers. Parents—some of whom did
not even go to college—have done an
outstanding job because of that love
they have and commitment they make
to their children. The children move
into high school ready to go. Some
c h i l d ren have been homeschooled all
the way through high school, finished
e a r l y, and demonstrated academic
p rowess greater than the other kids
when they go to college. Now, if we
could only recognize that in this coun-
t ry. We need individuals like Checker
who are willing to say it doesn’t work
the old way. 

Questions and Answe r s

John Cairns: I’d like to hear your
thoughts about teacher quality, teacher
c e rtification, and charter schools.
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Chester Finn: I don’t know enough
about Minnesota charter law to know
how it currently works with respect to
c e rtification of teachers in chart e r
schools. Do they have to be cert i f i e d
t od a y ?

John Cairns: They do, except for a
small portion of the staff, which can be
community experts. The dilemma is
that highly qualified seems to be the
same as certified and that’s not a good
deal for most charter schools, I think
not for most public schools. 

Chester Finn: The interplay
between charter schools and the No
Child Left Behind Act on about six
d i ff e rent issues is going to pro v e
e x t remely complicated and con-
tentious. The No Child Left Behind
Act fundamentally arises out of the
belief that the layer cake will work,
that the state should make the districts
behave and the districts will make the
schools behave. So what happens in
situations where a charter school that
was authorized by a college or by the
Volunteers of America or by some
other entity that is neither the state
d e p a rtment of education nor the dis-
trict? All kinds of friction are about to
e rupt on standards, on testing, and on
teachers. 

The U.S. Department of Education
is trying heroically to steer between
Scylla and Charybdis. The re g u l a t i o n s
they have drafted for the implementa-
tion of No Child Left Behind in char-
ter schools attempt to make some
special provisions for the highly quali-
fied teacher bit. Essentially, they’re try-
ing to defer to state law in their

handling of charter schools. But,
t h e re ’s a fundamental conflict in the
making between the notion of letting
schools be free and regulating schools
to death. I think there ’s going to be
t rouble. 

Rich Wi l s o n : Could both of you
s h a re your thoughts on classroom size
in K–12 and re s o u rces re q u i red to
achieve excellence?

G o v e rnor Quie: I t ’s not a silver bul-
let. If teachers do a lousy job in a big
class, they’re going to do a lousy job in
a small class. But overall, you can be
m o re impersonal if you have a larg e r
number of people to work with. When
you have smaller classes, you have to
commit yourself and you get into the
h e a rt of the individuals. It’s just one of
the things I tried to do here in Min-
nesota, but other things are extre m e l y
i m p o rtant, as well.

Chester Finn: As far as re g u l a r
c l a s s rooms, the re s e a rch, as I read it, is
inconclusive. The eff o rts by states to
impose sudden statewide class size
reduction laws have led to the most
amazing array of unintended conse-
quences, including the sucking of expe-
rienced teachers out of inner city
schools and into suburbs where jobs
suddenly became available. The sudden
employment of people with no training
whatsoever because they needed warm
b odies to fill these classrooms and a
slower rate of increase in teacher
salaries, causing people who might be
better at the job to be even less likely to
want to come into it. All sorts of very
strange things have happened. In Cali-
f o rnia, they suddenly needed 30,000
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new teachers to comply with their
c l a s s - s i z e - reduction law. Let me just
finally note that a lot of those countries
that are beating the pants off us in
i n t e rnational assessments have class
sizes of forty and fifty and sixty kids.

Wayne Field: How do you get rid of
the teachers unions so we have less
featherbedding? 

Chester Finn: T h e re are two ques-
tions that always get asked—that one
and the other is class size—no matter
where in America I go. One of the rea-
sons is because they’re both genuine
puzzles and they have no simple answer.
The teacher unions are not going to be
gotten rid of. The best that can be
hoped is that on one issue after another,
their monopoly will be dented or
cracked, they will be circ u m n a v i g a t e d ,
a l t e rnatives to what they do will come
up, and they will lose some political
battles. That doesn’t mean they won’t
come back and fight again and try to
win those battles all over again, but
they’re not going to be done away with.
And, yes, they are, with the exception
of oblivious, complacent, or disintere s t-
ed parents, the biggest problem in
American education. I re f e r, of course,
to the grip of the teacher unions on
both sides of the bargaining table.

Liz Mische: If we could re t u rn to
your theme of subsidiarity for a minute,
b a rring a real revolution on behalf of
universal school choice, what can
those of us in this room do in the short
run, not in terms of systems, but on
behalf of individual children who need
to be in the best programs available
right now?

Chester Finn: Give money to
scholarship programs that will enable
them to aff o rd to buy their way into
private schools. If you want to know
what you can do right now, tod a y,
h e re—write a check to the scholarship
p rogram so that another poor kid can
go to a school of choice. The second
thing you can do is to help chart e r
schools grow and flourish so that more
such options become available to kids.
Neither is a solution to the problems of
the system, but both offer altern a t i v e s
to kids who need a better deal right
this minute. 

Mitch Pearlstein: By the way, the
privately funded scholarship pro g r a m
in Minnesota is KidsFirst Scholarship
Fund of Minnesota, run by our friends,
Ron and Laurie Eibensteiner. 

John LaPlante: With so many sub-
urban parents thinking that every t h i n g
is just Lake Wobegon, how can the
cause of enhanced school choice be
a d v a n c e d ?

Chester Finn: T h e re are two possi-
bilities there. One is to play to people’s
conscience and sense of social justice,
recognizing that other kids also need a
b reak. The second is the principle of
t r a n s p a re n c y. I believe that if people
knew more about the actual perf o r-
mance of their kid and their kid’s
school, in relation to some extern a l
s t a n d a rd and not just what the superin-
tendent wants you to think about in
the press release, they would become
less complacent about the schools their
kids currently attend, even in the sub-
urbs. You can understand why the sys-
tem doesn’t want that kind of
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t r a n s p a rency to occur. But if we could
cause it to occur, we might have some-
thing close to a revolution, even in
suburban schools. Then people might
s t a rt saying, aha, I, too, need an alter-
native to that school in which I
thought my kid was doing well but
which turns out to add no value to its
students because they all come fro m
upper middle-class homes, they’re all
fine kids, and they’re not learning a
damn thing.

G o v e rnor Quie: We need to take
what we’ve learned in all walks of
l i f e — n o n - p rofit organizations, corpo-
rations, charter schools—and build on
that knowledge. People who have been
in the corporate world look at the bot-
tom line—profit. It’s more difficult to
m e a s u re outcomes in non-profits, but
i t ’s possible, you find ways. I recall the
s t o ry of the third grade teacher who
was having such difficulty focusing on
what she ought to do. She  came to the
conclusion that the outcome she was
shooting for was to pre p a re the chil-
d ren for fourth grade. That was under-
standable. Outcomes have to be
understandable and to become a part of
the way we look at everything that we
do. That’s what we should be expecting
of schools.

Janet Nilsen: My question is
twofold. If you’re going to ask for
teacher competency, it’s relatively easy
to quantify that if you’re teaching
junior or senior high, because you have
to have subject matter competency, or
you would hope they would have sub-
ject matter competency. But since so
many of these problems start at the ele-

m e n t a ry school level, what are the
plans or the goals or the dreams to
have elementary school teachers
become content-competent versus
m e t h od o l o g y - c o m p e t e n t ?

Chester Finn: The American
B o a rd project in which I am involved
is developing an elementary school
teacher content test. It includes Eng-
lish and math and social studies and
science. It is not crazy. You can, even
with a primary teacher, see whether
they know anything about teaching
reading, which is the most import a n t
thing that happens in first grade. This
is not crazy to expect—if you are any
kind of a fan of E. D. Hirsch and the
C o re Knowledge program. Core
Knowledge programs start in kinder-
g a rten, but how can the kids learn fro m
such a program if the teacher doesn’t
know it? How about checking in
advance to see whether the teacher
knows those things? We’ve proven in
the last few minutes that this topic
could go on and on. So let me just say
in closing. You all are embarked upon a
new and interesting era in education
re f o rm in Minnesota, as best I can
make out, starting with a long-overd u e
o v e rhaul of your education standards. I
hope that leads to some further pio-
neering of the terrific work this state
has done on the school choice front. I
hope that’s the next chapter, after you
get the standards and the tests right. 

G o v e rnor Quie: Go visit a success-
ful elementary school. In a successful
e l e m e n t a ry school, you’ll find kids who
a re poor, but they are achieving. ■
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