
! Tom Corbett knows how to “fix” public education.  His Secretary of Education, Ron 
Tomalis, certainly has the answers.  Mitt Romney and Barack Obama also know what we need to 
do with public education.  How do I know this?  They’ve all made the assertion that they know 
what’s best for public education by word and action.
	
 I would like to ask all the political “education reformers” one question:  How many 
students have you talked to, one on one, about public education?  It would seem to me to be a 
logical and valid question.  I bet the answer would be a very small number, if not zero.
	
 Over my career, I’ve spoken with hundreds of students about their school experience.  It’s 
one of my favorite conversations to have.  I especially like the opportunity to speak with students 
who dropped out.  I always ask, “What could we have done differently to keep you in school?”  
The answer has inevitably been, “Nothing, it was all me.  I had to mature.”
	
 That’s an interesting answer.  If you listen to the “reformers,” they place the blame 
squarely on the school.  The new formula for calculating dropouts requires ALL students to 
graduate in four years, otherwise, the district risks not making AYP (Adequate Yearly Progress).
	
 On October 3, three high school students from General McLane joined 3 students each 
from Strong Vincent and Union City High Schools for a panel discussion as part of Positive 
Youth Development Week.  District Attorney Jack Daneri moderated the panel and posed the 
questions.  If you listened to the students’ answers, you get a very different picture of education  
than what the “reformers” are trying to paint.
	
 Politicians seeking to advance political agendas of public money for private education are 
trying to vilify teachers.  They want us to believe that all teachers are just there to collect a 
paycheck and thwart any attempt to do anything differently.  Movies such as “Won’t Back 
Down” depict a fabricated culture of laziness and total selfishness among the teaching ranks.
	
 The students on October 3 had a very different opinion of teachers.  They described them 
as the people in their lives they leaned on for advice, went to for a “safe place” and relied upon 
for help.  They saw their teachers in a positive light, painting them as professionals who cared 
about them – a far cry from what “political education reformers” may believe.
	
 These students also had interesting things to say about families and their impact upon 
students’ education.  The reformers, and Hollywood producers aligned with them, make it sound 
like all parents know best about education systems and should call all the shots.  The students 
had very different observations.  They noted the large number of parents disconnected from their 
children’s education and asserted that school gave hope to many kids’ whose homes left them 
wanting.
	
 The students on that panel represented three very different school systems, yet they all 
saw very positive things happening in their schools.  They spoke positively about the 
relationships with their teachers and administrators.  I’m confident that the reflections of these 
students would be shared by students in the K-12 continuum.
	
 Every teacher in every school isn’t perfect.  I’m sure there are some school systems 
where the culture creates a bad environment for learning; but, before we are all painted with the 
same brush and forced to change because of what our lawmakers think schools are about, I wish 
they would talk to our students.  Our students are ultimately what matters and their perceptions 
can be very insightful.   Listen to them.
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