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Former Washington, D.C. schools chancellor Michelle Rhee says she’s not done fighting.

After my boss, Washington, D.C., mayor Adrian Fenty, lost his primary in September, I was
stunned. I had never imagined he wouldn’t win the contest, given the progress that was visible
throughout the city—the new recreation centers, the turnaround of once struggling neighborhoods,
and, yes, the improvements in the schools. Three and a half years ago, when I first met with Fenty
about becoming chancellor of the D.C. public-school system, I had warned him that he wouldn’t
want to hire me. If we did the job right for the city’s children, I told him, it would upset the status quo
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—I was sure I would be a political problem. But Fenty was adamant. He said he would back me—
and my changes—100 percent. He never wavered, and I convinced myself the public would see the
progress and want it to continue. But now I have no doubt this cost him the election.

The timing couldn’t have been more ironic. The new movie Waiting for Superman—which aimed to

generate public passion for school reform the way An Inconvenient Truth had for climate change
—premiered in Washington the night after the election. The film championed the progress Fenty
and I had been making in the District, and lamented the roadblocks we’d faced from the teachers’
union. In the pro-reform crowd, you could feel the shock that voters had just rejected this mayor and,
to some extent, the reforms in their schools.

When I started as chancellor in 2007, I never had any illusions about how tough it would be to turn
around a failing system like D.C.’s; the city had gone through seven chancellors in the 10 years
before me. While I had to make many structural changes—overhauling the system for evaluating
teachers and principals, adopting new reading and math programs, making sure textbooks got
delivered on time—I believed the hardest thing would be changing the culture. We had to raise the
expectations that people had about what was possible for our kids.

I quickly announced a plan to close almost two dozen schools, which provoked community outrage.
We cut the central office administration in half. And I also proposed a new contract for teachers that
would increase their salaries dramatically if they abandoned the tenure system and agreed to be
paid based on their effectiveness.

Though all of these actions caused turmoil in the district, they were long overdue and reaped
benefits quickly. In my first two years in office, the D.C. schools went from being the worst
performing on the National Assessment of Educational Progress examination, the national test, to
leading the nation in gains at both the fourth and eighth grade in reading as well as math. By this
school year we reversed a trend of declining enrollment and increased the number of families
choosing District schools for the first time in 41 years.

 Video muted: click volume for sound Trailer: 'Waiting
for Superman' From the documentary film featuring Michelle Rhee

Because of results like these, I have no regrets about moving so fast. So much needed to be fixed,
and there were times when I know it must have felt overwhelming to the teachers because we were
trying to fix everything at once. But from my point of view, waiting meant that another year was
going by when kids were not getting the education they deserved.

I know people say I wasn’t good enough at building consensus, but I don’t think consensus can be
the goal. Take, for example, one of our early boiling points: school closures. We held dozens of
community meetings about the issue. But would people really have been happier with the results if
we had done it more slowly? I talked to someone from another district that spent a year and a half
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defining the criteria that outlined which schools would close. But when the results were announced,
everyone went nuts. They had seen the criteria. What did they think was going to happen? That’s
when I realized there is no good way to close a school.

Still, I could have done a better job of communicating. I did a particularly bad job letting the many
good teachers know that I considered them to be the most important part of the equation. I should
have said to the effective teachers, “You don’t have anything to worry about. My job is to make your
life better, offer you more support, and pay you more.” I totally fell down on doing that. As a result,
my comments about ineffective teachers were often perceived as an attack on all teachers. I also
underestimated how much teachers would be relying on the blogs, random rumors, and innuendo.
Over the last 18 to 24 months, I held teacher-listening sessions a couple of times a week. But fear
was already locked in. In the end, the changes that we needed to make meant that some teachers
and principals would lose their jobs in a punishing economy. I don’t know if there was any good way
to do that.

Some people believed I had disdain for the public. I read a quote where a woman said it seemed
like I was listening, but I didn’t do what she told me to do. There’s a big difference there. It’s not that
I wasn’t listening; I just didn’t agree and went in a different direction. There’s no way you can please
everyone.

But it’s true that I didn’t do enough to bring parents along, either. I saw a poll of people who live in a
part of the city where the schools experienced a significant turnaround, and everyone agreed that
they were overwhelmingly much better now. But when they were asked, did we need to fire the
teachers to see this turnaround, they said no. We didn’t connect the dots for them.

After the shock of Fenty’s loss, it became clear to me that the best way to keep the reform going in
the D.C. schools was for me to leave my job as chancellor. That was tough for me to accept. I
called the decision heartbreaking, and I meant it, because there is a piece of my heart in every
classroom, and always will be. To this day, I get mail from D.C. parents and kids who say, “Why did
you leave us? The job wasn’t done. Why did you give up on us?” Those kinds of letters are really
hard to read and respond to. I loved that job. But I felt that Mayor-elect Vincent Gray should have the
same ability that Fenty had to appoint his own chancellor. And I knew I had become a lightning rod
and excuse for the anti-reformers to oppose the changes that had to be made.

After stepping down, I had a chance to reflect on the challenges facing our schools today and the
possible solutions. The truth is that despite a handful of successful reforms, the state of American
education is pitiful, and getting worse. Spending on schools has more than doubled in the last three
decades, but the increased resources haven’t produced better results. The U.S. is currently 21st,
23rd, and 25th among 30 developed nations in science, reading, and math, respectively. The
children in our schools today will be the first generation of Americans who will be less educated
than the previous generation.

When you think about how things happen in our country—how laws get passed or policies are
made—they happen through the exertion of influence. From the National Rifle Association to the
pharmaceutical industry to the tobacco lobby, powerful interests put pressure on our elected
officials and government institutions to sway or stop change.

Education is no different. We have textbook manufacturers, teachers’ unions, and even food
vendors that work hard to dictate and determine policy. The public-employee unions in D.C.,
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including the teachers’ union, spent huge sums of money to defeat Fenty. In fact, the new chapter
president has said his No. 1 priority is job security for teachers, but there is no big organized
interest group that defends and promotes the interests of children.

You can see the impact of this dynamic playing out every day. Policymakers, school-district
administrators, and school boards who are beholden to special interests have created a
bureaucracy that is focused on the adults instead of the students. Go to any public-school-board
meeting in the country and you’ll rarely hear the words “children,” “students,” or “kids” uttered.
Instead, the focus remains on what jobs, contracts, and departments are getting which cuts,
additions, or changes. The rationale for the decisions mostly rests on which grown-ups will be
affected, instead of what will benefit or harm children.

The teachers’ unions get the blame for much of this. Elected officials, parents, and administrators
implore them to “embrace change” and “accept reform.” But I don’t think the unions can or should
change. The purpose of the teachers’ union is to protect the privileges, priorities, and pay of their
members. And they’re doing a great job of that.

What that means is that the reform community has to exert influence as well. That’s why I’ve
decided to start StudentsFirst, a national movement to transform public education in our country.
We need a new voice to change the balance of power in public education. Our mission is to defend
and promote the interests of children so that America has the best education system in the world.

From the moment I resigned, I began hearing from citizens from across this country. I got e-mails,
calls, and letters from parents, students, and teachers who said, “Don’t give up. We need you to
keep fighting!” Usually, they’d then share with me a story about how the education system in their
community was not giving students what they need or deserve. I got one e-mail from two people
who have been trying to open a charter school in Florida and have been stopped every step of the
way by the school district. No voices have moved me more than those of teachers. So many great
teachers in this country are frustrated with the schools they are working in, the bureaucratic rules
that bind them, and the hostility to excellence that pervades our education system.

The common thread in all of these communications was that these courageous people felt alone in
battling the bureaucracy. They want help and advocates. There are enough people out there who
understand and believe that kids deserve better, but until now, there has been no organization for
them. We’ll ask people across the country to join StudentsFirst—we’re hoping to sign up 1 million
members and raise $1 billion in our first year.

Studentsfirst will work so that great teachers can make a tremendous difference for students of
every background. We believe every family can choose an excellent school—attending a great
school should be a matter of fact, not luck. We’ll fight against ineffective instructional programs and
bureaucracy so that public dollars go where they make the biggest difference: to effective
instructional programs. Parent and family involvement are key to increased student achievement,
but the entire community must be engaged in the effort to improve our schools.

Though we’ll be nonpartisan, we can’t pretend that education reform isn’t political. So we’ll put
pressure on elected officials and press for changes in legislation to make things better for kids.
And we’ll support and endorse school-board candidates and politicians—in city halls, statehouses,
and the U.S. Congress—who want to enact policies around our legislative agenda. We’ll support
any candidate who’s reform-minded, regardless of political party, so reform won’t just be a few
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courageous politicians experimenting in isolated locations; it’ll be a powerful, nationwide
movement.

Lastly, we can’t shy away from conflict. I was at Harvard the other day, and someone asked about a
statement that Secretary of Education Arne Duncan and others have made that public-school
reform is the civil-rights issue of our generation. Well, during the civil-rights movement they didn’t
work everything out by sitting down collaboratively and compromising. Conflict was necessary in
order to move the agenda forward. There are some fundamental disagreements that exist right
now about what kind of progress is possible and what strategies will be most effective. Right now,
what we need to do is fight. We can be respectful about it. But this is the time to stand up and say
what you believe, not sweep the issues under the rug so that we can feel good about getting along.
There’s nothing more worthwhile than fighting for children. And I’m not done fighting.
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