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State Superintendent and Governor Candidates Q&A
The following are answers from state superintendent and gubernatorial candidates to questions provided by the Palmetto State Teachers Association on educational issues and reprinted with permission from the PTSA. It is provided as information only. SCSBA does not endorse or oppose any candidates for public office.
State Superintendent of Education candidates responding include

Ms. Karen Floyd, Republican
www.karenfloyd2006.com
Mr. Tim Moultrie, Libertarian  
www.supered.org

Dr. Jim Rex, Democrat  

www.jimrex.com

1. Respond briefly to the following education hot topics. 

a. assessment 

b. charter schools 

c. equity lawsuit ruling 

d. 4-year-old kindergarten 

Ms. Floyd on assessment: To be effective, a testing system needs to provide data on how we can improve achievement and identify where students need extra help. South Carolina’s PACT system needs several improvements. It needs to offer diagnostic information for teachers and parents; and, this information needs to be returned to the schools in a timely manner so educators can make instructional decisions. The PACT also needs to be more closely aligned with our curriculum standards and instructional practices. 

Mr. Moultrie on assessment: Testing and the data generated is a vital component of any educational program. If tests are valid and reliable measures of student mastery and the data is returned promptly, then they can be indispensable tools for teachers in identifying educational deficits. However, the educational bureaucracy’s current testing obsession has become counterproductive due to the loss of classroom instruction time required for multiple test administrations. The fact that the data generated is rarely returned in a timely fashion only exacerbates this problem. 

Dr. Rex on assessment: I believe in accountability, and as a State, we should continue to support high standards. However, when it comes to testing, I believe we are testing our children too much. I believe it is time for us to reexamine the Accountability Act of 1998 and change the law. As Superintendent, I will work with educators, the General Assembly, the business community, and the Governor to reduce accountability testing to the minimum necessary to allow us to track progress and draw comparisons. At the same time, I will work to institute appropriate, useful, diagnostic testing in the major subject areas, so that we can get results quickly and give teachers the information they need to guide their instruction. 

Ms. Floyd on charter schools: Public charter schools are being used nationwide to stimulate creativity and innovation in education. They provide parents and teachers with choices on the kinds of curriculum that they want for their children. South Carolina law already spells out quality requirements for these schools and the criteria for authorizers. I hope to work with lawmakers in a spirit of reform that will bring lasting improvement to our schools. It is clear that the status quo isn’t working for many students. Charter schools offer a chance for these children to succeed in a setting that meets their needs in a more appropriate way. And charter schools also offer teachers a chance to create the kinds of schools that they can serve as teacher leaders. 

Mr. Moultrie on charter schools: I support the creation of charter schools wherever there is adequate local support and interest. The purpose of a charter school is to tailor instruction to the needs and interests of students while minimizing the regulatory bureaucracy. I believe professional teachers and their students benefit the most when they are granted wide latitude and minimal oversight in pursuing student interests and instructional strategies. 

Dr. Rex on charter schools: I believe that charter schools can and should be a component of expanding choice within South Carolina’s public school system, so long as they remain accountable for results and fully accessible to all students. I would support reform of the current charter school law in South Carolina to eliminate the inherent competition for resources that exists at the local school district level and allow these charter schools to thrive and grow without taking resources from existing school district budgets. 

Ms. Floyd on the equity lawsuit ruling: I strongly believe that education dollars need to reach the classroom so that teachers can be successful in providing the resources that are most needed by students. I support a system that allows the money to most efficiently reach the students. I believe South Carolina needs to collapse the number of education budget line items and put like functions together. That would give us a better picture of the funds we have available and allow us to eliminate duplications in funding. 

Mr. Moultrie on the equity lawsuit ruling: Equity in funding will never be achieved under the current model of property tax funding for school construction and operations. Property tax values and revenues generated in agricultural regions will never match those found in metropolitan areas. I believe the creation of an Educational Trust Fund is a necessary component to achieve equity in funding. I also believe the Educational Trust Fund should be financed through a state wide sales tax. The monies in the fund should then be distributed on a per capita (per student) basis. This will permit South Carolina to meet its constitutional mandate to provide a free public education and meet its moral obligation to treat all of her students equally. 

Dr. Rex on the equity lawsuit ruling: I believe this was a “minimally adequate” ruling in light of the deplorable conditions that we all know exist in some of South Carolina’s most economically deprived areas. The bottom line is that “minimally adequate” is not an acceptable standard for our schools in this State. It is time to take a hard look at how we fund public education in this State. It is clear that property taxes cannot continue to be the primary source of school funding. We should earmark a substantial portion of the State’s surplus funds each year and target those resources at South Carolina’s lowest performing schools. As Superintendent, I would make fair and equitable funding a top priority, and I would work with educators, the business community, the legislature, and the Governor to develop a comprehensive plan to address this issue once and for all in South Carolina. 

Ms. Floyd on four-year-old kindergarten: Early childhood programs help to lay the foundation for success in school. At present, these services are being provided by a number of agencies. We need to assess the number of children not being served. Unless we do that, we risk taking money away from middle school programs, high school reform and the dropout prevention. 

Mr. Moultrie on four-year-old kindergarten: I do not support extending kindergarten to four year olds. Granted, some students enter school with educational deficits. However, if teachers are permitted by the schools and districts in which they teach to honestly identify students who have not achieved mastery then the remediation of deficits will not be problematic. In short, if teachers are allowed to act like the professionals they are and they are not coerced or micromanaged by the educational bureaucracy to socially promote students then remediation for the benefit of students will not be the bogeyman it has become. 

Dr. Rex on four-year-old kindergarten: The time has come for us to recognize as a State that quality early childhood education must be a key component of any comprehensive plan to improve South Carolina’s schools. We have made some important strides in recent years when it comes to making sure that South Carolina’s children are starting school ready to learn. The time has come for us to expand those efforts and provide funding to ensure that every child on free and reduced lunch in South Carolina, who is not served by Head Start or the DSS ABC program, has access to four-year-old kindergarten in our public  schools. It’s estimated by the State Department of Education that we will need an additional $72 million annually to cover these students, and I believe that is an investment we must make. 

2.
South Carolina has a growing problem retaining/recruiting quality teachers and administrators. How would you address this problem? 

Ms. Floyd: The effectiveness of a classroom teacher is the single most important factor in any student’s success. Any effort to improve academic achievement must begin with improving teacher recruitment and retention. I believe we need to treat our educators as professionals. 

The education world lags far behind other professions by paying its teachers on a scale based only on years of experience and degrees earned. 

I also favor developing a system of career paths within the teaching profession. Teachers would receive higher compensation for taking on the added responsibility and extended work schedule of a master teacher role, for example. 

Mr. Moultrie: I view the problem of retaining/recruiting quality teachers and administrators as largely a function of the coercion and micromanagement of teachers. Too often I have witnessed excellent teachers threatened or punished for being academically honest. Teachers are routinely expected to accept students entering classes far below grade level and pass fixed quotas of students. This local level micromanagement undermines the profession, discourages teachers from maintaining high standards for student mastery, and encourages many teachers to leave the profession. Federal policies like No Child Left Behind (NCLB) which deprive students of any mote of responsibility for their own academic achievement only worsen the problem because they place the blame for any lack of learning only upon the teacher. 

Allowing teachers to be academically honest without fear of reprisals and respecting their judgment as professionals will dramatically change the existing climate which serves to drive quality teachers and administrators away from the profession. To help achieve this end I support creating an online clearing house for teachers and parents to report illegal, dishonest, and/or unethical behaviors on the part of schools and school districts. 
Dr. Rex: We must elevate and reinvigorate the profession of teaching in this State. We must recognize that teachers are not a part of the problem. They are an essential part of the solution when it comes to improving South Carolina’s schools. It’s time to stop attacking them and start rewarding them for a job well done. We have made some impressive gains in South Carolina in recent years, and our teachers are working harder than ever before. 

You can’t talk about this issue without talking about the need to raise teacher pay in South Carolina. Currently, the average teacher salary stands at roughly $40,000 in South Carolina, but all too many teachers are on the low end, making as little as $25,000 per year to do one of the most important jobs in our society. We must send a strong message to them that we value their work, and that starts with raising their pay. 

We also have to look at the way we train teachers and how we treat them when they get to the classroom. I support reduced testing and enabling our classrooms to become creative places in which teachers are allowed to teach the subject matter…not the tests; I support reducing paperwork and other non-instruction related duties that have been forced upon our teaching force; and I support providing relevant, flexible, professional growth opportunities to keep teachers energized and motivated—not the one-size-fits-all approach that we currently employ too often. 

3.
There is a growing interest in giving parents public funds through tuition tax credits or vouchers to support their children’s education in private schools or home schooling. Please share your views on this issue. 

Ms. Floyd: School choice already fully exists today for parents with the financial means to pay for private education or move into a zip code with a public school that matches the needs of their children. Every time a parent asks a realtor about the schools in the area of a house, school choice is being exercised. Unfortunately, there are many parents in our state who don’t have the opportunity to even ask this question. It is those of more modest financial means who lack school choice. 

So, in the broad context, I support parental choice as a government initiative designed to empower parents who do not presently have the opportunity to choose the best way to educate their children. While the mechanisms for choice vary greatly, the basic philosophy remains the same: parents (regardless of their financial status) -- not government officials -- know what is best for their children, and should be able to pick the school that fits their child’s specific needs. The school chosen may be their assigned public school, or a public school in the next attendance zone or the next county, or a public charter school, or a private school, or a homeschool setting. Giving the child the best opportunity to succeed is what is critical not what type of school provides the opportunity. 

Mr. Moultrie: I view the job of the State Superintendent of Education as charged with the duty to facilitate the improvement of education in all of its varieties, not just one species. Choice in education will come, probably sooner than later. Americans routinely exercise choice in all of their daily activities. Expecting education to be the singular exception is a fool’s errand. Therefore, we must dispense with the current warring camp mentality and accept that Choice is an integral part of the necessary paradigm shift in the way we think about and fund public education and improve education generally. 

Tax credits neatly avoid the constitutional challenges which will inevitably follow the implementation of vouchers. However, the Governor’s Plan is not sufficient to allow parents of all income levels to avail themselves to Choice. I support pairing the sales tax funding with the Dutch Model of Choice. In the Dutch Model funds are attached to and follow the student. I discuss this in detail on my web site www.SuperEd.org under the hyperlink title a “Constellation of Choices.” 

Dr. Rex: I do not now, nor will I ever, support any system of vouchers or tax credits that takes resources away from our public schools in favor of an unfair, unproven, unaccountable, and ultimately unaffordable system of vouchers or tuition tax credits. 

Gubernatorial candidates responding include:

Senator Tommy Moore, Democrat

www.tommymoore2006.com

Gov. Mark Sanford, Republican

www.sanfordforgovernor.com

1.
How would you balance the growing needs of public education against tax reductions and economic incentives? 

Senator Moore: Too often we look at education as an expense. I view it as the most important investment we can make in South Carolina’s—and our children’s—future. A quality public education system is a cornerstone of a thriving and growing economy. We will not attract companies to invest in South Carolina unless we are willing to invest in the education of our current and future workers. For the past four years we have had an unbalanced approach to public education and a governor who has pitted other interests and views against public education. We must fund education—first, last and always. We should evaluate our tax structure to insure that it is even-handed and does not unfairly impact one group more than others. I believe economic incentives should be used judiciously to achieve value for our state—value that manifests itself in jobs and opportunity for workers in South Carolina. The bottom line is that wise, effective and efficient investment in public education will return to us many times over in good jobs, higher income, savings on public programs and better quality of life for our families. 
Governor Sanford: We believe two things. One, we have attempted to balance education and other needs in our state budget in a very deliberate fashion. In our case, not only is education by far the number one funding priority within our executive branch budget – it is also the area where base student cost has been fully funded for the first time in five years. Two, we don’t believe that economic development efforts and education should be considered as competing with one another. Instead, we view both as tools important in making our state more competitive in the global marketplace. 

The operative question is not about one funding category versus another, but about making more productive what we have and speeding the rate of change in bettering education. Because technology has brought the world closer than it has ever been, our challenge is taking our current education system and making it as transformative as the marketplace to which we will be sending our children, and our reforms would work toward that end. 

We have to take steps to better education because an educated workforce is crucial to our state’s economic development. We also must take steps to make our economy one filled with opportunities by attracting investment and by being competitive in our tax, legal and regulatory environments. We have tried to do both. 

2. 
South Carolina has a growing problem retaining/recruiting quality teachers and administrators. How would you address this problem? 

Senator Moore: First I will stop the assault on public education that we’ve seen for four years under the current governor. It is difficult to attract anyone to an education system whose teaching professionals and students are constantly being criticized and undermined by the state’s own chief executive officer. I can assure you I will never appear on a television program called “Stupid in America” to criticize our schools, as my opponent did. Secondly, I will join with educators, business leaders, parents and community leaders to marshal our best minds and talents to implement the changes needed so that our public education system works for all of our children. I will restore a focus on learning in the classroom so teachers can be more creative and not feel as though they must teach to a test. We need to foster an educational environment that creates more flexibility in the classroom along with the responsibility and accountability we require in our individual schools. Initiatives that are proven to make a difference, such as teacher mentoring, should be implemented. We must encourage and insist on parental involvement and responsibility. Teachers are educators, not substitute parents. And, of course, if we don’t pay teachers as though we value them, they will go elsewhere. 

Governor Sanford: Year after year, several of our state’s schools—most often chronically low performing and failing schools—grapple with losing as much as one-third of their faculty. These schools often have to rely on inexperienced teachers working in some of the most challenging environments under a salary system that rewards neither the challenges they accept - nor the gains they make. 

In order to get high–quality teachers to stay in these schools, we support basing a portion of teacher pay on the challenges they accept and the gains they make in the classroom. In fact, we proposed in our budget $63 million to fund a merit pay system statewide to reward excellent teachers in the classroom. 

Fortunately, we already have a model in place showing us how to do this. The Teacher Advancement Program (TAP) has been implemented in several schools and has demonstrated its ability to address turnover, student performance, and the disadvantage of inexperience. The TAP model measures the progress students make in a teachers class and rewards the individual teacher. It also rewards schools for school-wide gains, building an incentive for teachers to work closely together to overcome the barriers keeping their students from achieving. 

3.
There is a growing interest in giving parents public funds through tuition tax credits or vouchers to support their children’s education in private schools or home schooling. Please share your views on this issue. 

Senator Moore: I strongly oppose the use of public funds to pay for private schools. For the past four years we have seen our state and our schools divided by this debate, as out-of-state special interest groups, supported and encouraged by our current governor, have sought to impose their will at the expense of our schools and our children. If they achieve their agenda, it will destroy our public school system. I believe we should work to allow parents greater choice within our public schools. I supported the creation of a statewide Charter School district and I will work to address funding inequities to insure that every public school is a good choice. I am proud of the contribution to education that the many fine private schools make in our state. But I will oppose any efforts to re-direct public funds and resources to support private schools. I encourage all professional educators to recognize the stakes in this election and to get involved. Make no mistake: On November 7 you will be voting either for or against our public schools. It’s both that simple and that important. 

Governor Sanford: I believe it’s important to bettering public education because that’s what choice has done in the places that have given it a try. 

I also think it’s important to remember that exercising educational choice is something we now do in South Carolina. People think nothing of taking public dollars and sending them to a private school with the South Carolina tuition grant program, or for that matter Pell Grants at the federal level. We do the same thing with public dollars in the kindergarten years through programs like First Steps. The only place we don’t do it currently is 1st through 12th grade. We also have school choice dictated by zip code and income level, where many great public schools are available in South Carolina, as long as you are wealthy enough to own real estate in that district. My concern is on what do you do to better education in rural South Carolina, inter-city South Carolina or in instances where a parent does not have the financial means to exercise choices currently available.

Our administration has strongly supported efforts to increase the educational opportunities for all of our state’s children, and will continue to do so. This means conventional public schools for most, charters for some and home or private schooling for still others.
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