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Thank you for this opportunity to address you today. My name is David Bloomfield and

I am proud to be what the Chancellor derisively calls “a lifelong educator”. I am also the parent

of an Empowerment School student and President of the Citywide Council on High Schools, an

elected parent body mandated to advise the Chancellor.

In my day job, I am a professor and head of the Educational Leadership program at

Brooklyn College, where we help prepare the next generation of principals, assistant principals,

and district personnel for the New York City Public Schools through an innovative strategy that

integrates field experience and content knowledge. Previously, I was an elementary and middle

school teacher, a policy analyst at Advocates for Children, Counsel to the Board of Education,

Counsel and Senior Education Adviser to the Manhattan Borough President, and Executive

Director of the Partnership for Effective Education Management at the New York City

Partnership.

In this last role, I staffed a Partnership Task Force on School Governance and, in 1996, I

wrote our prescient report: A System of Schools, appended to this testimony, which I think still

merits close reading. Over 10 years ago, A System of Schools called for transforming public

school governance and management in New York for high achievement. Permit me to read from

the first paragraph:

To accomplish this we need to increase accountability and decrease bureaucracy.
This can be accomplished through a governance structure that empowers parents
and locates responsibility at the school level. The details of this reform plan are
negotiable, but our sense of urgency is not: By September 1, 2000 we should have
moved to a system of largely autonomous schools, with oversight provided by a
dramatically thinned central administration with limited powers. [emphasis added]
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I guess I should be careful what I wish for. Though seven years overdue by the report’s

count, we are now entering the Empowerment Era. Based on the report’s recommendations and

my current views, what is good and what is wrong with today’s efforts?

You may have noticed that the means first enunciated by the report was to create “a

governance structure that empowers parents” and only then “locates responsibility at the school

level.” Our Executive Summary thus called for “greater parental participation in educational

matters promoted through establishment of School Governance Councils with real authority”.

The single greatest flaw in the plan to expand Empowerment is the absence of parents

from the equation. Go to any Empowerment School’s website and parents will be noticeably

absent. Maybe my name will be there if it’s a high school, but there is no explanation of its

presence. The name and phone number of the Network Support Team Leader will be there. But

there is hardly a parent in New York who knows that the Team Leader is the go-to person for

complaints beyond the school level.

Parent after parent after parent after parent has complained that Empowerment Schools

lack functional School Leadership Teams. That is not “real authority” in the report’s words.

That is NOTHING. As a result, parents in Empowerment Schools are largely at the mercy of

school principals and the greatest number of complaints that I get about Empowerments are the

seemingly arbitrary actions of principals who have no internal check on their authority.

For example, at my own child’s school, last semester’s new midterm schedule caused

chaos and we anticipate a similar situation when parent conferences for over 2,500 students are

reduced to a single 2 ½ hour period on an early Thursday evening. In an especially bizarre

exercise of discretion, the school nurse with the approval of the Assistant Principal for

Organization removed all beds from her office to prevent students from supposed “malingering”.
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To her credit, once parents brought this to the principal’s attention, one bed was replaced, but a

stronger parent role in governance might have prevented all of these occurrences. In another

school, my intervention has been required to help transfer a student where the inexperienced

principal clearly targeted the pupil for excessive punishment.

Which brings me to my second major point, that perhaps this is the right reform at the

wrong time. As should be clear by now, I am a BIG supporter of the Empowerment concept and

many of its practical details. However, when A System of Schools was written in the mid-

1990’s we had a relatively stable, experienced group of principals in approximately 1,000

schools. But today, approximately half of our principals in 1,400 schools have under 3 years

experience, and they often lack extended apprenticeship as assistant principals. If they were

assistant principals at all, they probably served under an inexperienced principal, adding to the

current gap in leadership knowledge. I should know, I run a Leadership program. But what I

can do is by definition to prepare novices. It is like a law school preparing 1st year associates.

They are not ready to manage the firm, any more than my grads are immediately ready to run a

school.

Yet here we are, poised to Empower the novices. And what is the Chancellor’s answer?

Hire retired principals through privatization to hold the novices hands! So instead of negotiating

a contract to retain experienced principals, the Chancellor will pay them a pension, then allow

them to double-dip as private Support providers. Crazy.

Thank you for your time this afternoon. The Empowerment Initiative is a worthwhile

effort marred by the same issues I have explored in my recent testimony on restructuring and

small schools. In their zeal to wring quick rewards from worthwhile reforms, the Mayor and

Chancellor do themselves, their initiatives, and students great harm. To prevent organized
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opposition, they shut out parents and the larger community. They deride cautionary advice from

educators as incrementalism. They do everything in their power to evade checks and balances,

whether it is sole source contracting or telling this very body that it has no power to legislate on

education.

I assure you that such temerity was not our aim in drafting A System of Schools. I hope

the Mayor and Chancellor follow the lead of the report in believing the details of reform need to

be negotiable.

Thank you.

-end-
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