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July 23, 2003

Begging for `followship' to advocate for our schools 
Robert Griendling 

     

Is a political leader peeking through the cautious business facade of Gov. Mark R. Warner? And if so, who will he lead? 
    Now searching for a legacy - and perhaps a platform for a U.S. Senate race - Warner has introduced his ``Education of a Lifetime" plan. He seems prepared to put some capital, both political and cash, behind it. 
    He has some influential allies. Moderate Republican senators who survived challenges from the radical right in the June primaries have been friendly to education. 
    Newspaper editors across the state have almost unanimously called for more education dollars in the state budget. 
    And the Virginia Board of Education, presided by Republican Mark Christie, recently concluded that $330 million more is needed for a modern, high quality K-12 education system. 
    Moreover, Christie, who is also general counsel to the Speaker of the House, seems ready to push legislators for the funding - the same legislators who are already short-changing schools $500 million, according to the General Assembly's own study. 
    But there are only a few moderate Republicans in the House of Delegates, a handful of newspaper editors, and Christie has just been replaced after his term on the board expired. What Warner needs now are some followers, or more precisely, some grassroots zealots. 
    In fact, the radical right that dominates the House is banking on a meek electorate. Parents who don't understand the relationship between the state budget and their run-down, overcrowded schools, overwhelmed teachers and limited school curricula are Warner's missing link. 
    He needs to figure out how to make parents look closely at his plan, factor in the costs and decide if it's worth it. 
    The governor and professional educators are working on a strategy. The Virginia Education Coalition was formed last year, in part, to organize the disparate professional voices within the PTAs for a unified message. 
    A group of higher ed, local government and K-12 advocates have been quietly planning a statewide campaign to educate voters about the role the state plays - or doesn't play - in funding schools. 
    Warner has promised a similar (or perhaps the same) assault. 
    But even if these efforts succeed, information, in this case, isn't power. Power requires more work and precise timing. Those who wait until the legislative session to lobby their delegate or senator are too late, say the political cognoscenti. 
    The agendas are set and deals signed, in blood if not ink, before the legislative session begins. 
    Elections are the real action. Even if just the handful of campaigns that are truly competitive, where who wins makes a difference, are decided on the education issue, the legislators returning to Richmond in January who have ignored schools' needs might ask themselves, ``Could I be next?" 
    But parents of young children, who know school problems best, have the least amount of time for political organizing. One state senator has reportedly said that more than 10 calls on any issue is a groundswell to be taken seriously. 
    But few legislators feel a groundswell for education. (They discount as self-serving the pleadings of teachers' unions and educational associations.) 
    So parents must do the heavy lifting. What if at every campaign stop, parents showed up to ask candidates about education funding? 
    What if parents held a candidate forum instead of another PTA meeting? 
    What if they asked candidates to respond to a questionnaire about state funding for education? 
    What if they wrote letter after letter to their local papers about dollars for diplomas that truly prepare kids for 21st century jobs? 
    And what if every parent told a few neighbors how important the November elections are to the future of education in the commonwealth? 
    Maybe Gov. Warner is preparing to lead. Or maybe he can be pushed by parents who'll need to drag 140 legislators - too many kicking and screaming about schools costing too much - along with them. 
    Which is exactly what parents need to ask themselves, in terms of dollars and, more importantly, effort: How much are good schools worth? 
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