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A Small Charter School
as an Alternative for Bureaucracy and
Privatization in Education

Ryoichi TAKANO

Professor Apple, it seems to me that you are a smart critic of “conservative
modemization” in education. We also have such critiques against the alliance between
neo-liberalism and consevative modernization, though most of our critiques might be
less concrete and poorer in theory than yours. These ideological ones make a certain
positive effect on educational reforms, but I am convinced that we need both the alter-

native ideas against the mainstream ones and the in their system.

Then, let me talk about a charter school in order to find out the alternative idea and
its system. You urge more caution to these schools, and you point out the actual conse-
quences such as racial inequality in accordance with some reports written by Amy S.
Wells and her associates. 1 am sure that charter schools should be risky to cause some
negative effects, but at the same time that they have positive possiblilites to promote
school reforms. 1 group them into three types, and I recognize “mom and pop” charter
schools with citizen engagement as the alternatives against educational bureaucracy and
privatization.

There are also two other types of charter schools in the United States; one is a
charter school which a for-profit educational firm operates and manages, another is one
which a regular public school or a private school is converted into. Some conversion
schools, I guess, might be ones which Religious Right uses as *a clock of invisibility’.

Moreover, the competition between “mom and pop” charter schools and “McCharters”
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came to be serious. Chester Finn, Jr. and his colleagues said in Charter Schools in
Action —I1 am a translator of the Japanese version—, “We worry about the contest

between ‘mom and pop’ chareter schools and large franchise operations” (p.243)

Nevertheless, I would like to explain why I hope for the success of “mom and
pop” charter schools. Let me give you an example. Minnesota New Country School
(MNCS), which is famous for a project learning on the pollution of the environment, is
very attractive to the charter school activists in Japan. I am very interested in a teacher
cooperative whose name is Edvisions, because it can embody the idea as below; the
teachers’ cooperative as producers’ one can abolish the dichotomy between capital/state
and wage labor in production relation, and it must change a teacher as an employee into
one as an independent owner of his/her own work .

Next, let me show my understanding of a “quasi-market” in education. Charter
schools are, of course, schools of choice, and therefore parents/ pupils have a relation to
a certain school as consumers. As you urge a strong caution, most for-profit education
management firms and many Religiou Right schools are trying to take racial/ income

inequalities into public schools through the “quasi-market”.

Had we better refuse such quasi-markets ? Is it a proper understanding that the
quasi-market in charter schools is nothing but a “vast supermarket” or a free market-
place ? I understand that it is a market controlled by legislative and governmental regu-
lations, and that it is also based on the trust and ethic among people in local community.
In another word, a market of school choice is not merely an economic medium , rather,
it is also a social, ethical, and cultural medium.

Thus, parental choice of school means that parents and school staffs start up
mutual communication media. They can exchange the mission of school and its curricula
for the needs of kids and parents, and even mutual trust will be created both among
parents and between parents and staffs if multi-channels of communication exist. This

also means a first step for parents to participate in school governance and management.
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Is the understanding of mine just an optimistic dream ? I recognize we must make
an effort to build up communication multi-media, including disclosure and publicity of
school information. By the way, the charter school law in Minnesota has the provision
that the school must be organized and operated as a cooperative. Edvisions, a teachers’
co-op, has been established in MNCS , but nobody knows that a consumers’ co-op will
be set up there to succeed in parental choice and their participation in school operation.
Yet, 1am interested in a perspective that a public school can be organized and operated

by an association of such associations as cooperatives or by multi-stakeholders.

I want to refer to an institutional condition to make up a “mom and pop” charter
school. That is a matter of school size. The teacher unions in Japan as well as in the
United States are much more concerned about class size than about small size of school.
Small school size is very crucial to check the bureaucratization within a school.
Besides, the small school movements in your country are getting good results; safer and
more positive environments for students, higher graduation rates, higher achievements
and so on.

Many founders of “mom and pop” schools are aware of school size, and therefore
they have chosen a small school. Ms. Milo Cutter, the principal of City Academy in St.
Paul, said in the lecture meeting in Tokyo last spring, “We needed a small school where
teachers and students had the opportunity to recognize and respect each other, a school
where participation in all aspects of learning would be available to all members of the
school”. This means that the size matter is very important to realize participatory

democracy.

Finally, let me sum up the question to you. It seems to me that most “mom and
pop” charter schools still remain young and immature alternatives. A few small charter
schools based upon citizen engagement are trying to create not only a free and indepen-
dent owner in production relation, but also a controlled market (a sprout of non-capi-
talist market) on multi-dimensions, including social/ ethical/ cultural ones as well as

legal/ govermental ones.
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I regard you as a democratic communitarian after I read the paper you had
prepared for at this time. Eric Rofes, who has written about charter schools on
Rethinking Schools, described the teachers of Edvisions as communitarians in the article
of Inside Charter Schools edited by Bruce Fuller. It seems to me that the idea of citizen
engagement in small charter schools should be an ingenious mixture of liberalism and
communitarianism. Speaking more directly, these schools are deeply based on civic
republicanism which Micheal Sandel has recently refined. I would like to know how

you evaluate this public philosophy and small charter schools.



