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ADVANCE \d 4“Put your money where your mouth is.”  You’d be hard-pressed to find an American older than 21 who has not heard that expression.  Too bad many of those leading our nation don’t live by it, especially when it comes to education.ADVANCE \d 4
ADVANCE \d 4President Bush championed the “No Child Left Behind Act,” but when the measure became law and needed a financial champion, it was left underfunded by $9 billion.  Political leaders, Democrats as well as Republicans, found $1.7 trillion in tax cuts for the rich, $40 billion to bail out the airlines, $1 billion a month for Afghanistan and $4 billion a month for Iraq.  But, increasingly, children in the United States are being left behind.

Providing for the “common defense” is a constitutional mandate, but so is promoting “the general welfare.”  Nothing secures both better than a quality education.  Unfortunately, the word “education” never appears in our Constitution.  Consequently, education is a state right.  I hope to change that.

I believe education is a HUMAN right, and in order to provide and promote it in a way befitting our great nation, that right should be codified in our Constitution. Every student—regardless of race, religion, socio-economic status, or residence—deserves the right to an education of equal high quality.

Under the current states’ rights system, education is “separate and UNequal.”  Millions of students in  50 states, 3,067 counties,  15,000 school districts, attend 86,000 public schools—each with varying degrees of opportunity, quality, and funding.  While the average per pupil expenditure nationwide is $6,915, expenditures vary widely from state-to-state, and within states from district-to-district.  Illinois offers a perfect example.  According to a Chicago Public Schools Office of Management and Budget's 2000 Public School Report (the latest available), the Rondout District #720 in Lake County had an average per pupil expenditure of $17,989.  Meanwhile Pleasant Hill, in District #690 in Peoria, had an average per pupil expenditure of $2,114.  That’s a gap of $15,875.

The U.S. Department of Education estimated in 1999 that we will need to spend $127 billion to simply repair our school buildings.  The National Education Association reported that the need was more than twice that.  Either investment would not only significantly enhance education, but create construction and other jobs.  Cleaner, safer, more modern facilities attract families, businesses, and other professionals who are the bedrock of strong communities.  These communities, breeding grounds of well-educated, productive citizens, are in turn the cornerstone of a prosperous nation—a prosperity that can enhance the lives of more than a select few.

Conservative Democrats and Republicans often cannot move beyond their tried and true catchphrases such as “fiscal responsibility” and “economic austerity” to embrace a new vision for education.  They claim there is a greater need to “balance the budget” or “eliminate the debt.”  But too often, these conservative economic priorities are enforced when it comes to domestic programs.

An education amendment will be a challenge not only for conservatives, but for many of us.  It concerns the well-being of our children and  our finances.  It calls upon us to see ourselves as an integral part of a national system.  It also appears to ask us to relinquish some control of our local government, but that is not the case.  I believe communities should continue to administer and operate local public schools, but they should do so within the framework of a high minimum standard that a constitutional amendment would provide.  The amendment, however, should be accompanied by a new federal commitment to provide every child a public education of equal high quality.

Undoubtedly, a federal commitment to a public education of equal high quality could wind up before the U.S. Supreme Court for interpretation.  However, any Court’s reasoning would still have to come to grips with each of these concepts: “all citizens”, “shall enjoy”, “a right” “to an equal” “high quality” “public education.”  Just as a conservative Court rendered a narrow interpretation of the Fourteenth Amendment in Plessy v. Ferguson in 1896, fifty-eight years later the Court in Brown brought forth a broader interpretation.  The more liberal interpretation of Brown however, would not have been possible without the Fourteenth Amendment.  So just as a conservative Supreme Court might render a conservative interpretation of this amendment today, a liberal Court might later interpret it more broadly.  The key is the central point remains the same: every parent and child would have greater federal legal protection and, therefore, a better chance for a good education with an amendment than without it.

It’s time to go on the offensive, and democratically plan and pay for the finest public school system the world has ever known.  We not only have the money, but also the organizational skill, the technology, and the knowledge to create such a system.  An education amendment would require us to frame the issue and set the standard.  As I see it, the only missing element is the political will.

As Martin Luther King, Jr. so eloquently said at the March on Washington, “When the architects of our republic wrote the magnificent words of the Constitution and the Declaration of Independence, they were signing a promissory note to which every American was to fall heir.”  It is long past time for us to claim our inheritance, and create a legacy of our own.  Together, we can lead a movement guaranteeing the right to a public education of equal high quality.  Why?  Because, again, as Dr. King said on that historic day in 1963, “We refuse to believe that there are insufficient funds in the great vaults of opportunity of this nation.”

ADVANCE \d 4-30-

