Convening the
Community

Why schools must invite the public to join the dialogue
on public education

BY HARRIS SOKOLOFF

t hasn’t happened yet in New
Jersey’s .Flemington-Rariton
School District, but the growing
alienation between school boards
and their communities is evident
in neighboring districts. And the
superintendent and board presi-
dent have read about it happening around
the country. Flemington-Rariton has es-
tablished various structures to build
stronger connections to its community.
One such structure is a district advisory
committee composed of community lead-
ers. One purpose of this committee is to
improve the quality and quantity of com-
munication between the district and the
broader community. And while the com-
mittee is functioning well, its members
are concerned that divisions within the
community might contaminate both the
committee and the school board.

It is, I think, more than a little ironic that the public
schools—whose local school boards are designed to give
them a close link with the public—are in fact steadily losing
the support of that public. The problem has become so pro-
nounced that more than one author has asked, “Is there a
public for public education?” That this question resonates
can be seen in two of the most popular legislative “reforms”
of education today: vouchers and charter schools. Both are
touted as solutions to the problems facing our schools, but
both are explicitly targeted to increasing parents’ choice
while lessening the input of nonparents into the education
of children. This suggests that public education is a private
parental concern, not a public concern.
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In contrast to this parental or private in-
terest in education, school boards are de-
signed as a way for the entire local com-
munity—the public—to have control over
its public schools. The board structure is
an explicit acknowledgment that public
schools are, or ought to be, an expression
of a community’s hopes and dreams for
its present and future. Students and par-
ents have the most immediate stake in
the quality of local schools, but the com-
munity also has significant and legitimate
interests in its schools.

N he loss of the public is not unique
T to public education. In fact, the pub-
lic seems to be shrinking in almost
all sectors of our lives. And this is happen-
ing at a time when there is a marked rise
in the influence of special-interest groups.
This trend is so pronounced that we think
it is normal and talk about competing educational interests
in the same way we talk about competing brands of tooth-
paste or competition among telephone companies.

It is less important to know why this has happened than
what we can do to turn it around. But first we must ask:
What is the public’s role in public education? The public
sphere has shrunk so much over the last decades that the
answer to this question is not immediately obvious. But a
democracy needs a strong public for at least three reasons:

1. Only the public can create and define the “public inter-
est.” We elect people to represent us (on school boards and
in legislatures), not so they can decide what they think is in
the public’s interest. Rather, we elect people so they can
take the public’s expression of its interest and translate it
into public policy initiatives.

2. Only the public can build common ground. Given that in-
dividuals and special-interest groups do have different inter-
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