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Winston Churchill declared as prime minister that he was not elected in order to preside over the slow dissolution of the British Empire. In 
fact, he did just that.

City Council members, School Board members, and the Mayor were all elected on a pledge to improve and support city schools. The 
challenge is, improve them how*.*.*.*in what way?

The first step is to eliminate defeatist thinking. City officials talk about creating "excellent" schools. In their hearts, they've mostly thrown in 
the towel. (Deborah Jewell-Sherman is a notable exception.) To some Council members, "success" for Richmond's public schools means 
closing schools, not filling them. The first step to improving city schools is to adopt increasing student enrollment as a prime measure of 
success. What's true of mousetraps is true of schools: Make them better, and people will use them.

Buildings -- and air conditioning -- are important to learning. So the second step for better schools is for Council, the Mayor, and the 
School Board to sit down now and map out a realistic plan to renovate schools at a cost we can afford. I suggest inviting Chesterfield 
School Board member James Schroeder to be an "honest broker" and mediator to facilitate this discussion. He got his board and 
governing body to agree on a facilities plan after years of haggling, and we should ask him to do the same for Richmond.

Third, we need an agreed-upon formula for funding public education, and a commitment from the Mayor and administration that the 
formula will be honored over multiple budget cycles, regardless of the city's financial ups and downs. A funding formula won't grant school 
administrators or employees everything they want. It can:

*Introduce predictability in school funding;

*Allow the school board and administration to plan over several budget years;

*End the annual divisiveness between "schools" and "the City" as they haggle over money; and

*Force the school system to find innovative ways to stretch the dollars that are provided.

HERE IS THE formula I recommend for consideration. Start with a step-increase in funding. If schools are important (as all the candidates 
last year said they were), let's step up funding, even if it means cuts in all areas of the city budget but crime-fighting. Then let's adjust it 
three ways, every year, for (a) increases in the cost of living, (b) increases in debt service the school system is required to pay to the City, 
and (c) increases in student enrollment.

It is dishonest to tell voters, schoolchildren, parents, or teachers "we're giving you millions more this year" if most of the increase is going 
to back to the City for increased debt service.

The adjustment for increased student enrollment is the most important of all. We should pay a bonus to RPS for each net new student 
enrolled in Richmond Public Schools. To have a policy impact, the increase for each new child in the schools should be more than a 1:1 
increase. We should consider giving 110-115 percent of the City's per-pupil expenditure to those schools that successfully recruit (or 
retain) more students.

When teachers, principals, and administrators understand that the way to new funding is through student recruitment and retention, we'll 
see a school system that takes a lot of things more seriously -- such as safety, attendance, curriculum, student life, and customer service. 
For instance:

*Phones will get answered.

*Visitors will be welcomed.

*Landscaping will look more attractive.

*Realtors, neighborhood leaders, and prospective public-school parents will be courted.

*We'll find money for the programs that City residents clearly want.*.*.*.*like foreign language study in every City elementary school, 
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expanding the International Baccalaureate program (which turns away dozens and dozens of qualified students each year), and 
vocational training that leads to real jobs.

PARENTS AND students vote with their feet. Rather than continue the same programs as enrollment declines, we should expand or 
duplicate those programs that children and parents want. And we should reward administrators, principals, and teachers who are 
innovative and help increase enrollment.

When student "head count" truly counts, it will drive hiring decisions. A principal or administrator who is not welcoming and listening to 
students, parents, and community volunteers can kill a school very quickly. Outreach, community relations, and student recruitment and 
retention should rank high -- along with student achievement -- when salary and promotion decisions are made.

The benefits of increasing student enrollments will multiply. We'll have more state and federal aid (since they are awarded on a per-pupil 
basis). We'll see fewer "For Sale" signs in front of the homes of young families. And we'll see a better learning environment and 
expanding opportunities for all of our children.

City leaders can build up our schools and equip them for success. If they don't, the last one to leave can turn out the lights.
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