public school bureaucracies—was
growing rapidly, especially in Calitor-
nia. But no one knew if they were
doing much good. Fuller worried that
their popularnity foretold the disinte-
grarion of the public school system and
the sense of community that was a vital
part of growing up in
America.

In this book Fuller
offers six essays—as much
works of journalism as they
are academic pieces—on
six very different charter
school experiments, Uni-
versity ot San Irancisco
Professor Patty Yancey looks at the
growth of the El-Hajy Malik El-
Shabazz Academy in Lansing, Michi-
gan. Teachers and graduate students
Edward Wexler and Luis Huerta
recount the difficult history of rhe
Latino Amigos Charter Academy near
Oakland. New York Times reporter Kate
Zernicke describes the crearion of a
charter school in an atfluent suburb of
Boston. UCLA Professor Amy Stuart
Wells and research associates Jennifer
Jellison Holme and Ash Vasudeva
probe the difficultes of a wealthy
Southern California suburb thar creat-
ed a charter school and invited in
transfer students from less affluent
minority neighborhoods. Huerra rells
how Sierra foothill Christians and Bay
Area libertarians produced a charter
school for homeschoolers, And Cali-
fornia State University, Humbaldr,
Professor Eric Rofes relates the bizarre
story of how farmers and rteachers in
depressed rural Minnesora created a
school organized as a cooperative.

Fuller deftly ties the grab-bag
together with his own opening and
closing thoughts on the philosophical
and political tension between allowing
tree-thinkers o experiment and main-
FiNing a COMMuNIty commirment o
{ree and equitable education ftor all. *In
experimenting with radical decentral-
ization, we must avoid eroding the
basic tenets of civil society in ways that
weaken the stare’s ability to attack the
underlying causes of low achievement
and mediocre public schools,” he says.
“If charter schools prove not w be an
effecrive piece in the school reform
puzzle but only a colortul distraction,
we will have squandered the energy of
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many engaged parents and teachers,
and the democratic state’s unifying
spirit will have been diminished.”

The impression left by these case
studies fits the research so far: Charter
school children, as a whole, are not
doing any better than similar children
in regular schools. Nor 1s
there much evidence that the
growth of charter schools is
making regular schools bet-
ter. Charter-school advocates
- have long said that regular
S schools would be forced to
respond to the compeurtive
pressure, but regular-school
improvements in recent years seem
largely motivated by new state learning
standards and rests, not the new char-
ter schools in the neighborhood.

The book provides a useful bench-
mark for a movement rthar in many
ways 15 just getting started. Fuller places
its beginning in 1988, when Aunerican
Federation of Teachers President Al
Shanker tirst publicized the ideas of
educational innovator Ray Budde.
There are some disquieting insights,
such as the fact thar the charter schools
with the most disadvantaged students
seem to have the greatest organiza-
tional and financial problems. Burt the
book also oflers some {resh ideas, like
the Minnesota New Country School
profiled by Rotes.

In September 1994, the charter
school opened in two storefronts in Le
Sueur, Minn., with 75 students. Instead
of the four teachers being employees of
the local school distriet or of the com-
pany running the school, the usnal
charter school set-up, thev were nrga-
nized as the EdVisions teacher coop-
erative, inspired by agricultural coop-
eratives of that area. They were the
legal owners of the educational pro-
gram of the school, free to sell their
time and experrise to others as they
saw fit.

The hook indicates such innova-
tive approaches are not the rule in
every charter school. Some traditional
tcachig 15 done because that 15 what
the parents and faculry wanr. Bur i is
hard to imagine experiments like
EdVisions being launched anywhere
but a charter. One can hope, however,
that radical decentralization, whatever
its Haws, will serve as a laboratory for
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a variety of original devices that all
schools may someday find useful.
Jay MATHEWS & an education repurter and codtim-

mist far Tue Wasinnaron Post,

Math Sheik

By David J. Garrow

0B MOSES 18 ONE OF THE
most famous veterans ol the
Southern black freedom strug-
gle. A legendary organizer for the
Student Nonviolent Coordinating
Committee (SNCC), Moses headed
up SNCCs work in Mississippi and
was the guiding force behind the
1964 “Freedom Summer” project
that culminared in the unsuccessful
effort to seat an integrated
Mississippi delegation at the 1964
Democratic National Convenrion.
Soon after that defear, Moses left
SNCC and moved, first to Canada,
and then rto Tanzania, remaining
away from the United Srates unril

1977.

Both in the years before he joined
rthe Southern struggle and during his
years in Tanzania, Bob Moses worked
as a math teacher. Once he returned to
the srares, Moses re-entered rhe Har-
vard Ph.D. program he had dropped
out of 20 vears carlicr. When he
expressed disappointment with the
insutficiently challenging level of
mathematics instruction his eldest
daughter was receiving in the eighth
grade of a Cambridge public schoal
in 1982, her teacher responded by
inviting Moses to become a volunteer
algebra instrucror in her classroom.

Thanks in part to an unsolicited
five-year grant from the MacArthur
Foundanion, Moses nsed his voluntary
teaching as a springboard toward
building what by the mid-1980s was
officially christened “The Algebra
Project™ a program designed to allow
all high school students aceess o col-
lege-prep level mathematics by intro-
ducing them to the principles of alge-
bra during the sixth, seventh, and
eighth grades.

Radical Eguations is the story of
how the Algebra Project has devel-
oped and expanded over the past 15
years. Wrirten primarily by Moses’s
one-time SNCC colleague Charles E.
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Cobb, Jr, the book details why Moses
assigns such importance to middle-
school algebra instruction and explains
the powerful linkage Moses sees
between a present-day mathematics
curriculum that challenges students 1o
devote themselves to academic school-
work and the political-organizing
legacy of the Mississippi voting-rights
movement.

The first part of Moses’
case 1s straightforward:
“Economic access and full
citizenship depend crucially
on math and science litera-
cy, yet in much of America,
“illiteracy in math 1s accept-
able the way that illiteracy
in reading and writing is
unacceptable” Moses's goal
of making college-level marhematics
accessible to all high school students
is, however, only an initial step toward
a broader agenda. “The Algebra Pro-
ject is first and foremost an organizing
project-—a community organizing
projcct—rather than a rraditional
program of school reform,” he and
Cobb emphasize.

Moses wants to maotivate his
yvoung students to demand a first-rate
education both from their communi-
tiecs and from rthemselves. Radical
Equations frankly acknowledges “the
huge problem we have in the schools,”
but gues on to describe how some of
the young alumni of early Algebra
Project classes are now having better
success than their clders at recruiting
other young peaple into the 11mg11111¥.
By making “algebra ‘cool” a hip thing
for other younyg people,” the small
band of alumni are able ro recruir
“teenagers committed to aftter-school
and weekend study at the expense of
their regular pleasures” For Mases,
rthe nascent political potential of this
commitment is huge. “The only ones
who can really demand the kind of
education they need and the kind of
changes needed to get it are the stu-
dents, their parents, and their com-
munity,” as distiner from simply “well-
intentioned, ‘radical’ reformers” Can
the young people “create a culture in
which they begin to make a demand
on rhemselves and then on the larger
society?” Moses and Cobb ask.,

Starting in 1992, the Algehra Pro-
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ject hegan to focus much of its ener-
gies on Mississippi, and Moses
recruited his one-time co-director of
the 1964 Freedom Summer Project,
David Dennis, to head up this new
Mississippi project, In a foreword to
Radical Equattons, Dennis discusses
how, in launching the Algebra Pro-
ject in Mississippi: “We started with
the kids. The kids then pulled in their
parents” This, of course, is
exactly the same method
thar Moses used in 1961,
when he first went to the
southwest  Mississippi
town of McCombh to iniri-
ate  SNCC’s organizing
work in what was then the
most dangerous Southern
state. Dennis correctly
notes that “the 1960s movement in
Mississippi and across the country
was driven by the young people,” and
he and Moses clearly envision how
the Algebra Project could serve as a
political spark-plug. They would just
need enough voung people to become
convinced that the quality of educa-
tion that America’s public schools
afford them is an issue around which
they and their families ought to orga-
nize.

Radical Equations traces the expe-
riences that Algebra Project programs
have had in a variety of American
school districrs and admits how “we
have had our ups and downs with
school administrations™ all across the
country. Moses himself now spends
much of his time teaching in a Jack-
son, Mississippi, middle school not far
from where his one-time Mississippi
colleague Medgar W. Evers was assas-
sinated in 1963. Moscs remains a soft-
spoken and ascetic figure, someone
whose entire movement experience
has taught him that encouraging pco-
ple to aruculate ctheir own demands is
a far more profound and radical
course of action than telling them
what is in their own best interest.
Now, 4() years after he tirst went to
McComb, Bob Moses's upper-most
principle of teaching and organizing
remains whart it was then: “Waork with
people and leadership will emerge”
Davip J. GaArrow 5 the Presidential Dis-
tinguished Professor at Fmory Univervity’y
Schoul ”J'Iﬂ Laa
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Trading Places

By Jennifer Bradley

By e oy

N 1456, ECONOMIST CHARLES

Tiehout published a short article

introducing the notion of “the con-
sumer-voter,” a person who chooses
where to live based on local gavern-
ment services and the taxes levied to
pay for them. His idea was powerful
and, as the suburban era continued its
crescendo, it applied to more and more
Americans. People were shopping for
entirely new communities, not just
nicer apartments,

And, particularly if they were white,
people had a lot of choices. Cities in the
1950s were morphing into large metro-
politan areas, Cheap mortgages and new
highways allowed people to break, or at
least lonsen, the tight link between the
jurisdictions in which they lived and the
ones in which they worked.

The New Greography presents read-
ers with what happens when Tiebout’s
consumer-voter meets the technological
realiries of e-mail and cell phanes. The
links between work and home become,
if not more tenuous, certainly more
complicated, and the choices available
to talented, educated people multiply
exponentially. Where you work 1s now
largely derermined by where you want
ta live, rather than vice versa. 'T'his abil-
ity to choose widely, based not on
Tiebout’s package of local povernment
services, but on a much broader set of
lifestyle criteria, is “reshaping the Amer-
ican landscape.”

Although rthe hook’s author, Joel
Kotkin, a right-wing-ish academic and
commentator, does not mention
Tiebour, he 1s drawn to Tiebour’s hasic
theory. Kotkin tervently believes in the
power of basic economic coneepts to
explain sweeping social rrends. His long
list of professional affiliations also sug-
gests a certain ideological bent. Kotkin
is a fellow at Pepperdine University’s
public policy school, at the libertarian-
minded Reason Public Policy Institute,
and at the Milken Institute. He also
warks as a newspaper columnist and
“director of content” at a high-tech ven-
ture-capital firm. In other words, he is
a very successful entrepreneur of ideas,
and entrepreneurial folks like him pop-
ulate his book.



