[image: image2.jpg]




Sample Opinion Column
The following is an example of an opinion column that may be used as-is - or as the basis for an editorial you write entirely on your own. Always remember to date your column and include your name, address and telephone number when you send it to your local newspaper. Someone at the newspaper may call to confirm that you sent the column. Your name and city will be printed with the piece in most cases.

South Carolina Must Preserve Community Schools

Whether you’re the parent of school-age children, a community member volunteering your time, or a business leader involved in education partnerships, chances are you don’t think of your local school as a state-run enterprise.  

South Carolina’s schools are historically community owned and operated.  They are governed by locally elected or appointed trustees who live where we live.  They are designed specifically to address local wants and needs.  They operate collaboratively, with parents, business leaders and the entire community sharing responsibility for success. Unfortunately, that is rapidly changing.  Under the heavy hand of the state Legislature, local flexibility to design schools that communities want is eroding at an alarming rate, in ways that threaten the quality of our schools immediately and into the future.

The most egregious example of over-reaching state authority is the “tax swap” law passed earlier this year, which drastically reduces local discretion over school spending by shifting the bulk of education funding to the state level.
The new tax law jeopardizes a range of local programs designed and funded by communities to meet individual needs – programs like competitive teacher pay in high-need areas, early learning opportunities for disadvantaged children, and many others.  Hundreds of innovative learning opportunities created and funded locally to give students more than the state’s minimum education also are at risk.  

[INSERT LOCAL EXAMPLES HERE]
(Continued on next page.)

New laws affecting charter schools and public pre-kindergarten programs also counter South Carolina’s long tradition of community-owned schools.  The charter school law creates a new statewide school district to approve and supervise charter schools, bypassing local governance altogether.  Programs for disadvantaged four-year-olds are being expanded under state supervision, not in local schools aware of and responsive to their community’s unique needs.       

The list goes on.  A new law requires schools to start and end on dates dictated by the General Assembly, whether or not that suits the community’s preferences.  A proposal for open enrollment would eliminate school attendance zones, whether or not the community wants to keep them.

And under the School District Reorganization and Realignment Act, your district could be consolidated or expanded as the Legislature thinks best -- regardless, again, of what your community wants or needs.    

Ironically, the legislative power grab comes just at a time when public identification and satisfaction with community schools is growing.  Nationally, public ratings of local schools are near the top of a 38-year range, with five in 10 respondents giving their local schools a grade of A or B.

Here at home, according to an Education Oversight Committee survey, more of us are giving our education system overall a grade of B or higher, and fewer believe our schools need major changes.  More parents with children in public schools give those schools a grade of A.  

The shift away from local control also comes as organizations like the South Carolina Council on Competitiveness are emphasizing the importance of parent and community collaboration in creating successful schools.  A recent report from the Council on Competitiveness recognizes that students can succeed only if education is seen as a community-wide responsibility, shared jointly by schools, businesses, community organizations, churches and individuals.

South Carolina’s communities can’t share in the work of creating effective schools if the power to change those schools is concentrated in Columbia.  And our schools can’t respond to community needs with hands that are tied by legislative mandates.

The General Assembly needs to be reminded that schools are accountable to the state.  But they belong to the community.  We have the right and we need the flexibility to shape the schools we want.[image: image1.png]
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