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Times-Dispatch columnist Michael Paul Williams

For something designed to foster collaboration on behalf of the

beleaguered Richmond Public Schools, the Education Compact sure is

polarizing.

On Wednesday afternoon, a group of school advocates stood on the

steps of Richmond City Hall to voice concerns about the compact and

argue that its adoption should be delayed until a new school

superintendent is hired.

Scott Price, policy director for the Alliance for a Progressive Virginia,

said the organization is troubled by “the lack of transparency that

produced this current document” and “the emphasis on the adoption of

the education (compact) over the much more urgent need to �nd a new

superintendent for RPS. We worry that the adoption of such language

in advance may in fact hamper our city’s e�orts to �nd a superior

candidate.”

Despite the dozen public meetings that have been held on the compact,

Price said “closed-door meetings and undisclosed correspondences

between a small number of o�cials ... have not allowed for the kind of

public input such an important decision requires.”

A lingering mistrust was in the air over the forced departure of

Superintendent Dana Bedden for reasons that remain unclear and only

vaguely stated. Bedden’s ouster, coupled with this comprehensive

initiative, has left the mayor’s o�ce as the dominant force over public

education in Richmond.

According to an update from Stoney’s o�ce, the �nal Education

Compact resolution will recommend quarterly joint meetings of the City

Council and the School Board, along with city and school district

administrations; the creation of a Richmond Children’s Cabinet of key

city and RPS agencies a�ecting the lives of children; and the

establishment of an Education Compact Team, with representatives

from the School Board, the City Council, city and RPS administrations,

and community stakeholders.

The team will “examine and make nonbinding recommendations on key

issues, such as long-term funding of the operating and capital needs of

schools.”

I’m a �rm believer in teamwork. But it sounds like the next

superintendent will be receiving a dizzying array of recommendations.

When does collaboration cross the line into control?

https://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/pcs/click?xai=AKAOjsvNFpX1nG4CLReeV4FXjuDdAZD3ueMoWBU_5nicpayQzKn-j7ADFkxGSAe7D4dFse8ppLV2uFwd7Mix-aDwots8MOKF1a_fszP7JzOh9g0XqLX6uPa4xAqTSwWwBXZcj-KW7viIbasB6iz3EoledUGZVLlyifpFMbizc0PEg0GWQQS4s3zQiIsEmllOmF6Qry_IUddRyzHMFSxcY9YMcghwLr5zcTXRGCG4D7T_8gBluREXEfEI6huElcTLeSyoNBxvy_cQfd3LY0YkBzrcRvTz&sig=Cg0ArKJSzGl54ySlQG7v&adurl=https://www.eventbrite.com/e/raise-our-voices-ii-tickets-36276495976
https://www.richmond.com/users/profile/MichaelPaulWilliams


Michael Paul Williams

“It is absurd that we would jump past appointing a superintendent and

jump into creating a strategic plan” without the superintendent who has

to lead and implement it, said Marty Jewell, a former councilman who

joined the more than half-dozen advocates Wednesday.

“We urge the mayor: Slow this thing down, put priorities where they

ought to be, and let’s get a new superintendent with an open process,

fully participated in by citizens of the city,” he said.

Price and others also expressed concern Wednesday that the compact

could open the door to what he called “expensive and ultimately

unproductive privatization schemes that are so in vogue in today’s

Washington.”

Thad Williamson, the mayor’s senior policy adviser for opportunity,

pooh-poohed that and stressed the need to move forward.

“The piece of the compact that needs to get going now, if we’re going to

be successful in addressing the needs of the schools, is the

collaborative piece. We can’t hold o�. We can’t wait until the fall before

we start talking about what the solutions are on the facilities side and

on the operating side. It’s too complicated. We have to start work on

that,” he said.

But “the details of goals, measures, metrics, all that stu�, is completely

in the School Board’s hands and the next superintendent’s hands. ...

The superintendent, he or she, is going to play a very, very large role in

�lling in those blanks and determining the strategy.”

In fact, he said, the compact would make Richmond more attractive to

the next superintendent because it shows the mayor and the council

publicly committed to supporting the school system collaboratively.

“Some of the con�icts and battles that have taken place in the past

don’t have to be refought, to be relitigated,” he said.

Or as the mayor’s spokesman, Jim Nolan, put it in an email: “From my

perspective, just hard to imagine a superintendent who wouldn’t want

to come into a situation where the board, the council and the mayor

had all formalized an agreement to work together. The failure to do so

has been (one of the) big problems in the past.”

The mayor’s team is pushing back against a narrative by the advocates

that the compact represents a camel’s nose under the tent for pushers

of school choice and education privatization.

“Absolutely false. That is the farthest thing from our mind,” Williamson

said. “The mayor has no interest in privatization. I would not be here if I

thought it has anything to do with that. There’s nothing to it. Never part

of any conversation, never part of any document. It’s connecting dots

that are not there.”

Yes, it’s di�cult to imagine Stoney, the protégé of Gov. Terry McAuli�e,

former chairman of the Democratic National Committee, embracing the

agenda of Education Secretary Betsy DeVos.

But frankly, all the rosy talk about collaboration has been undermined

by the manner in which Bedden was shown the door. You think

potential applicants for the job didn’t take note?

In the void, Stoney is becoming the face of public education in

Richmond, to the point where critics wonder if the executive branch

isn’t crossing the line from school funding to school policymaking. His

administration is pushing a highly structured framework for a new

superintendent to inherit, with lots of folks — presumably including

some heavy hitters — giving “nonbinding” advice.

Just as an artist would eschew painting by numbers, a truly innovative

superintendent would prefer to do more than �ll in the blanks. Our

next schools chief would do well to ask: Who is holding the brush?
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