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In Gov. Chris Christie's New Jersey, there is acknowledgement among some public school defenders that after several losing battles, they will lose the war.

It's bad enough, critics say, that Christie has attained national media status. Factor in Better Education for Kids (B4K), funded by hedge funder managers Alan Fournier and David Tepper, and you're talking billions of dollars versus the New Jersey Education Association's (NJEA) millions.

The way this ends is a no-brainer, public school defenders say.

Since the Clinton presidency, partisan alliances have been shifting to favor figures like Christie and Michelle Rhee of national advocacy StudentsFirst, says Jeffrey Henig, who teaches urban education policy at Columbia University's Teachers College.

"There's a segment within the Democratic Party that's been more open to some of these 'reform ideas' and in particular charters. A number of reforms opposed by teachers' unions are seen as legitimate Democratic initiatives to make government work better, rather than replace government with market forces."

So-called New Democrats counted former President Bill Clinton among their ranks in the 1990s. Today, President Obama and Education Secretary Arne Duncan are prominent heirs.

During his 2009 campaign, Christie threatened to divide Democrats by pushing education as a sleeper issue. School choice advocates such as Newark Mayor Cory Booker; Reginald T. Jackson, head of the Black Ministers' Council; and Martin Perez, of the Latino Leadership Alliance, were more in line with the Republican than with his Democratic opponent, Gov. Jon S. Corzine.

Christie's campaign strategist Michael DuHaime is a paid consultant to B4K, causing some detractors to question if Christie genuinely cares about better schools or is simply an astute opportunist. But during his campaign, Christie very clearly articulated how his criminal justice experience led him to favor urban schools reform.

"For years advocates -- and I would include myself in that group -- have relied on the soft argument that education is a good investment," Henig said.
"In a way, this has come back to bite them. When critics say, 'Let's see exactly where it pays off' -- now it's a little more scary."

Educational partnerships between the private sector and government are increasingly viewed as crucial since the financial crisis hit state coffers. A recent University of Georgia study found over the last decade, money from private philanthropies toward teacher improvement exploded: $684 million in private grants from 2000 to 2008.

Bill and Melinda Gates and Eli and Edythe Broad are among the prominent names in public schools reform. But they and newcomers such as Tepper and Fournier are viewed with deep suspicion by public school educators.

"What qualifies these people to have these opinions and where are they getting their information?" said a North Jersey teacher who blogs anonymously under the handle @StoptheFreezeNJ.

"I don't see a lot of billionaires coming up with lots of money to tell doctors how to do their jobs," remarked another widely read teacher and anonymous blogger, Jersey Jazzman.

(Both bloggers confirmed their identities and positions with the Courier-Post, which agreed to grant them anonymity to protect their jobs.)

Some liberals view reform efforts as a power grab by wealthy corporate interests that want education completely off the taxpayer rolls.

Daniel Wright, the former communications director for Assemblyman Lou Greenwald and Assemblywoman Pamela Lampitt, is now one of the more vociferous online critics of the reform movement. On the liberal blog Blue Jersey, he dismissed B4K as "a shell group" and Tepper as a "rich parasite" who is "channeling his loot into destroying public education to make way for the Wall Street takeover."

Both Acting Education Commissioner Christopher Cerf and Christie once were on the payroll of the for-profit Edison Schools, which Wright cites as proof their endgame is the wholesale privatization of New Jersey education.

"I am a big believer in public education and I would love to put more money into helping public schools," Tepper said, adding B4K would be solely focused on existing public schools.

"I'm not always sure charter schools are the way."

Education scholar Bruce Baker of Rutgers University understands the cynical conclusions about private-sector involvement in schools, but added, "That doesn't necessarily help them (critics), seeing nefarious profit motives behind this. There aren't really any clear 'us' and 'them' camps. To say Gates and Broad and Tepper are a united front is in some ways bizarre."

"I'm not sure it's right to frame the hedge fund guys as champions of radical privatization," Henig agreed.

"Some of them are, but I think a lot of them are Democratic Party supporters who sincerely believe the strategies they apply in their profession can be applied to schools."

Edison's spectacular flameout in the early 2000s - it no longer is publicly traded - can be viewed as proof there is no money in systemic privatization, Henig said. Indeed, any money to be made in education is a pittance to Tepper, one of the wealthiest Americans in the country.

"That is the craziest thing ever. The idea of trying to make any money out of education versus my whole history, it just doesn't make any sense," the billionaire said.

At the same time, economics drives the reform movement as much if not more than altruism. Tepper and Fournier acknowledge their concern about U.S. education is tied to their concern about the country's economic growth. The two are among a new crop of venture philanthropists, or wealthy Americans, who already donate generously to charity but are no longer content to simply write checks.

"What is the great equalizer in this country? Education," said Tepper, a registered Democrat who voted for both Christie and President Obama.

It's not all that clear, as advocates allege, that the moment is ripe for dramatic public school changes. Negative opinions toward public employee unions such as NJEA are on an upswing, but polls also show New Jerseyans oppose Christie's funding cuts to school districts.

Eric Shuffler, who was counsel to NJEA-endorsed Richard Codey when he was governor, said B4K was not about seizing a political opportunity.

"Good policy can be good politics without one driving the other," said the Democrat, a B4K consultant.

Tepper, who famously displays a brass replica of testicles in his office, does not apologize for the windfall he made betting on the federal bailout of banks on the verge of failure in 2009.

"I bet on this country. We were probably the biggest re-capitalizers of the banks after the U.S. government," he said.

"This is another bet on the country. I don't want to lose when we invest in the kids of this state."

B4K correctly describes Obama and Christie as "bipartisan reformers," in that both argue rigorous curricula are a right, not a privilege. Hari Sevugan, a spokesman on Obama's 2008 campaign and former national spokesman for the Democratic National Committee, said the claim wasn't up for debate.

"When there are so many children, especially from minority communities, who aren't graduating at the rate they should be, who aren't reading and writing at the levels they should be, and they have a competitive disadvantage going into the marketplace, this is absolutely a social justice issue."

Skeptics of the Rhees and Christies of the world say they might be more comfortable with the reform movement if more working educators were on board. The fact remains many are not: A White House "education roundtable" on July 18 led by Obama and Duncan featured business leaders such as the CEO of Time Warner Cable and defense contractor Raytheon, but no public school employees.

"I could not agree more," Bradford said when it was noted having educators as its public face would go a long way toward B4K's credibility. "We do have a plan to engage teachers and try to support them better and give them some of the voice they have not had."

If teachers are not rushing to join the cause it may be because they're being asked to step up their game with fewer resources. New Jersey and a host of other states have slashed schools funding and passed costs in the form of activity fees, for instance, on to parents.

"The issue in doing reforms and making a difference means really putting in the resources," Baker said. "The resources to fix the urban education system require a level of will and support I'm not sure these people are willing to follow through with."

Both the Obama and Christie administrations have tied new performance-based criteria to school funding. StudentsFirst's Sevugan said the reform movement was about strategic resource allocation.

"We spend an extraordinary amount per pupil and we are not producing results," he said. "The problem is the money isn't going where it needs to be going, and that money needs to be in the classrooms."

Nonetheless, 31 school districts -- including Camden, Cherry Hill, and West Deptford -- have applied for a pilot teacher evaluation program that would take student test scores into account. After this school year, the administration hopes to have a statewide program in place.

@StoptheFreezeNJ was solidly among liberals who fear Democrats swayed by school reform evangelism are getting snowed by corporate interests.

"This is part of a nationally coordinated attack on public education," the blogger said. "If you break teachers' unions across the country, you do major damage to the Democratic Party's funding base."
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