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attitudes and practices of teachers are the most important variables for involv-
ing parents effectively.!6 In subsequent findings, Epstein and researcher Henry
Becker found that because of their attitudes toward parents, teachers may dis-
courage home-based parental involvement activities.!” Some literature sug-
gests that activities at home by parents may have the greatest impact on the
achievement of students from low-income homes, where parents are generally
not as involved as parents with higher incomes.

When at-school activities are reinforced by at-home activities and vice versa,
positive results are likely. To test the effects of parents’ at-home activities on
improving proficiency in mathematics, researchers at the University of Penn-
sylvania conducted an experimental study of at-risk black students in the fourth
and fifth grades. In a tutoring program previously determined to be an effective
instructional strategy, tutors and students set team goals as they worked together.
When goals were attained, students were rewarded. In addition, a parental in-
volvement component had school personnel communicating with parents who,
in turn, celebrated and reinforced the academic achievement of their children.
Parents then rewarded their children with activities such as going to movies,
shopping, and playing games. Parents adapted the program to their particular sit-
uations, including how they would communicate with the school and how they
would reward their children’s achievements. Parents did not supplement teach-
ing activities, but they did reinforce positive school experiences. Students in the
tutorial group enjoyed a statistically significant improvement over the-achieve-
ment scores of a control group.!8

Such long-term involvement by teachers beginning in the elementary grades
usually has positive effects on students. Students who have succeeded acade-
mically in the past will tend to do so in the future. Because parents’ expecta-
tions for their children’s success are positively correlated with student achieve-
ment, parents have higher aspirations for children when they have succeeded
in the past. Not surprisingly, parents who regularly communicate with the
school tend to have higher aspirations for their children’s success, but schools
must reciprocate with activities that parents can repeatedly reinforce.

Schools can benefit from collaborating with parents, but progress is based upon
agreement about educational goals. Parents often agree on instructional matters,
but often disagree about the objectives. Most parents identify the acquisition of
basic skills and knowledge as the most important objective of schooling. In con-
trast, the PTA Guide often emphasizes social harmony and social skills. Differ-
ences such as these help to explain why teachers and administrators are reluctant
to encourage parents to become involved in school governance.

Nonetheless, in the Leader’s Guide to Parental and Family Involvement, the
National PTA suggests that “[y]our PTA can make a significant difference in the
lives of children.”!® Accordingly, the PTA urges its members to serve on advisory
bodies for schools and school districts. These bodies may be school- or district-
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based, hence their titles vary: school improvement council, parental advisory
council, site-based council, and local school council are some of the most com-
mon titles. Council members may be volunteers, appointed, or elected to serve by
their peers. Although some parents volunteer. others cannot afford the loss of time
or wages that volunteering requires. Class, race, and language barriers also inhibit
some parents from participating.

The size of school councils varies, but the councils often include parents,
business leaders. community representatives, classified staff, students. admin-
istrators, teachers, and union representatives. Typically, parents are outnum-
bered in such a group by school district staff. Furthermore, school administra-
tors can ignore the recommendations of the councils or committees. and
teachers may resent the councils as intrusive. In its effusive praise for parental
involvement and parental participation. the PTA simply does not acknowledge
these drawbacks. or the fact that individuals who have a career stake in the
schools typically dominate parental members of school councils.

In 1988. the Illinois PTA promoted participation in school councils when it tes-
tified at legislative hearings in support of site-based management of the Chicago
school system, even though the PTAs had been involved in the school advisory
councils which interviewed and recommended candidates for principals since the
1970s.2Y However, by 1987 the business community and others in Chicago were
concerned: too many graduates were unemployable, student achievement was de-
clining, and teacher strikes were too frequent. In addition, the system was finan-
cially bankrupt, the result of an ineffective city government and its “spoils” sys-
tem.?! As a result, in 1988 the Illinois legislature changed the way Chicago’s
450,000 students would be governed. Each of Chicago’s 542 schools would be
governed by a local school council composed of six parents, two community rep-
resentatives, two teachers. and the principal. The rhetoric of reform asserted that
the “local leaders would have the interests of their students at heart, rather than
being focused upon maintaining the status quo of the bureaucracy and its stable
employment opportunities.”??

As we might expect, the teachers and the Chicago Teachers Union were con-
cerned about the potential for confrontations with empowered parents. Teach-
ers felt a sense of “powerlessness” and “did not like the council’s being com-
posed of parents and community representatives, who, in their view, were least
equipped to make crucial decisions.”? Furthermore, principals were reluctant
to give up power, and members of the local school councils were reluctant to
assume the power previously unavailable to them. At first, the mandated top-
down change did not include either a fiscal plan or support personnel to sustain
the actors in the local school councils, but training and support was included in
subsequent changes in the system.

To bring further accountability to the school system, Chicago mayor Richard J.
Daley took control of the Chicago school system in 1996 by appointing the school
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board members and the president of the board. As a result, the top layers of the
school administration have been consolidated into six administrative regions of
about one hundred schools each. The local school council system remained intact.

In 1989, nearly seventeen thousand people entered the contest for the first
election for positions on the local school councils. In recent elections, no more
than about half of the fifty-seven hundred seats on the Chicago local school
councils were contested in the elections held every four years. But in March
2000. when fewer than four thousand candidates filed for the election, Chicago
school district officials extended the filing deadline by two weeks. After the
Chicago School Leadership Development Cooperative, a group paid by foun-
dations, finished recruiting candidates and publicizing the election, another
thirty-two hundred people were in the race.

While the opportunities for parental involvement have increased in the
Chicago schools, James Deanes. a former local school council member who
currently oversees the councils and other community partnerships for the
school district, said that the “councils [still] need more and better training . . .
to avoid power struggles or influence by Chicago’s many competing school ad-
vocacy groups.”?* Neither the Illinois PTA nor its Chicago region PTA office
had statistics on how many of its members serve on the local school councils.

The Illinois experience with local school councils illustrates an important point
about parental representation on school councils. Quite frequently, the statutes or
regulations establishing the school councils mandate “parental representation” on
the body. When some authority appoints a parent or two, it is assumed that par-
ents are “represented,” even though the other parents in the school or district play
no role in the election of the “representatives,” and may even oppose their views.

Practically speaking, most parents do not know the other parents in their schools
very well, if at all, and the logistics of a parental vote in a large school or school
district would be very difficult. Regardless. parental involvement on school coun-
cils or advisory bodies often amounts to the involvement of one or two parents
who are somehow expected to represent the views and interests of all parents.

Lack of time and lack of real representation are not the only factors that dis-
courage parental involvement on advisory bodies. In 1992, the National PTA
conducted a survey of its local presidents asking them what barriers they faced
when trying to get parents involved in the PTA or school activities and com-
mittees. The respondents revealed that almost one-third of parents “feel they
have nothing to contribute.”?3

Parental Involvement in Politics

In the final analysis. the PTA treats political activism as the main mode of
parental involvement. At first glance, this is surprising, because PTA publications
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studiously avoid terms such as “politics,” “Democrat,” “Republican,” “lobbying,”
and “campaign contributions,” to cite just a few. Readers should bear in mind,
however, that the PTA is a 501(c)(3) organization and that the political activities
of such organizations are ostensibly strictly limited by IRS regulations. To be
sure, the PTA is not the only 501(c)(3) that disguises its political activities in var-
ious ways, but the fact that other organizations do so is a weak justification for the
PTA’s doing so.

From 1921 to 1979, the PTA lobbied intensively for a federal department of ed-
ucation, and the establishment of the department in 1979 was characterized by the
PTA as a major achievement. In 1978, the PTA opposed a bill to establish a fed-
eral tuition tax credit (S.B. 2142) despite the fact that it would suffer huge mem-
bership losses as a result of its opposition. For decades the PTA lobbied for fed-
erally funded health care, and in 1992 it lobbied for Goals 2000, which expanded
health services provided through public schools. In 1993, its lobbying efforts led
to the adoption of the aforementioned Goal 8 on parental involvement. In 1998,
the PTA’s president was also the chairperson of an alliance of public school or-
ganizations dedicated to increasing federal funds for education and defeating leg-
islation that would have strengthened parental school choice. The PTA’s 1993 role
in defeating Proposition 174, a school voucher proposal in California, was another
example of PTA political activity at the state level. In 1997, after Senator Carol
Moseley-Braun (D-IL) opposed vouchers in a congressional hearing, the Illinois
PTA encouraged its nine hundred local leaders to “include an article about vouch-
ers in your newsletter or other communique.”?6 In its newsletter, the California
PTA reported that during the 1999-2000 legislative session, it had positions on
approximately four hundred bills. In 2000, the PTA continued its opposition to
state voucher initiatives on the ballots in Michigan and California. Whether at the
state or national level, the PTA’s governance documents affirm that “state PTAs
are subject to National PTA Bylaws and policies.”?” As we have seen, very often
those policies call for political activism.

The early years of the new millenium are as good a time as any to reconsider
the PTA’s approach to parental involvement. Under one title or another, the PTA
has been a presence on the American scene since 1897. The 1996 National PTA
convention launched the centennial celebration in impressive fashion in Wash-
ington, D.C. Government officials and videos praised the PTA’s past and pres-
ent state and federal lobbying efforts before 2,166 delegates and guests. Hillary
Clinton lauded the PTA’s support of Goals 2000. Donna Shalala, the U.S. sec-
retary of health and human services, thanked the PTA for being a “wonderful
partner.” Richard Riley, the U.S. secretary of education, saluted the PTA’s
“tremendous help” in fighting for President Clinton’s budget, remarking that
“[w]hen the Cabinet meets, you are there.” This is perhaps harmless hyperbole,
but is symbolic nevertheless.

Despite the failure of Goals 2000 to improve parental involvement, the National
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PTA again promoted new federal legislation in February 2000 to encourage and
fund parental involvement programs. The proposed legislation, the “Parent Ac-
countability, Recruitment and Education National Training (PARENT) Act,” was
stalled in Congress as the 106th Congress ended. On March 8, 2001, Congress-
woman Lynn C. Woolsey (D-CA), who had sponsored it previously, introduced
the PARENT Act of 2001, H.R. 972. As proposed, the funding provisions would
be incorporated into the $13 billion Elementary and Secondary Education Act, the
omnibus federal law affecting K—12 schools. As envisioned by the PTA, the PAR-
ENT Act would allow schools to use federal funds to increase parental involve-
ment, no doubt as outlined in the PTA’s guidelines on the subject. As I previously
pointed out, the PTA’s guidelines treat parents primarily as closely supervised
aides who make life easier for teachers.

Another weakness in the PARENT Act is that there is no basis for assuming
that it would have any effect upon parental involvement. Presumably, parents are
not involved in their children’s education for different reasons. To be effective,
legislation should address the reasons for this lack of involvement; to propose a
remedy without understanding the problem is not likely to improve matters, even
if there were agreement that federal legislation could remedy the lack of parental
involvement. In any event, there is no such agreement among parents.

Federal programs already in place are also a part of the problem. Critics ar-
gue that many of the 760 federal education programs, such as breakfast and
lunch programs as well as before-school and after-school programs, already
take over parents’ responsibilities. The result is that the need for parental in-
volvement is discouraged or diminished. Federal funding that subsidizes child
care is another example. In 1997, “[l]Jocal, state, and federal governments paid
about 40 percent of the total annual estimated expenditures for child care in the
United States.”28 Instead of making it easier for parents to take care of their
children at home, government-subsidized child care makes it easier for parents
to be away from their children. Furthermore, as noted in the previous chapter,
survey results suggest that parents would be more likely to become involved in
their children’s education if PTA meetings dealt with substantive issues, such
as teacher evaluation procedures and criteria. Of course, teachers, administra-
tors, and teacher unions are opposed to parental involvement in such issues.

Finally, there is reason to question whether the PARENT Act is really
needed. The Elementary and Secondary Education Act already includes provi-
sions that allow funds to be spent to:

Provide after-school, weekend, or summer school programs

* Train teachers and other staff

* Buy equipment and learning materials

¢ Support parental involvement activities, including family literacy pro-
grams, parental meetings, and training activities
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 Provide transportation and child care so that parents can come to school
* Purchase materials that parents can use to work with their children at home,
and at parental resource centers

Furthermore, federal programs for low-income children, such as Head Start,
have required parental participation since the 1970s. Special education legislation
has also required parental involvement in the development of children’s individ-
ual education programs. However, it is unlikely that the PARENT Act will affect
the parental involvement of parents whose children have not been identified for
special services any more than did Goals 2000. Nor is the PARENT Act likely to
change teachers’ and administrators’ attitudes toward parental involvement.

Although the PTA characterizes its lobbying efforts as services to children,
several of its efforts are substantively dubious and highly divisive among both
parents and society generally. Even by its own standards, the PTA’s greatest
achievement, the addition of Goal 8 to Goals 2000, has not affected parental
participation. In the most recent report of the National Goals Panel. forty-four
states and the District of Columbia reported no change in parental involvement
from 1991-1994; six states reported that parental involvement dropped.? This
outcome raises the issue of whether lobbying should be the main focus of the
PTA. Political advocacy runs a substantial risk of divisiveness and does not ap-
peal to parents who are more interested in helping their children than in imple-
menting the PTA’s agenda.

Inasmuch as home schooling is the ultimate in parental involvement, one might
expect the PTA to be supportive of it, but this is not the case. Advocating family
and freedom, the Home School Legal Defense Association (HSLDA) was estab-
lished in March 1983. At the time, home schooling was “just a tiny blip on the ed-
ucation radar screen.” In fact, many school officials considered home schooling
to be illegal, as indeed it was in many states in 1983. By 1998, all states had le-
galized home education, albeit with regulations that varied widely from state to
state. As the 2000-2001 school year began, approximately 1.7 million students
were being educated at home and, on average, were scoring above the national av-
erage on standardized tests, including college-entrance examinations.?! In 2000,
home-educated students outperformed their counterparts at the Scripps Howard
National Spelling Bee and the National Geography Bee, winning first place in each
competition.’? Despite the fact that home-educated students consistently rank
higher than public school students in nationally standardized tests, the National
PTA has not changed the position it adopted in 1987. The PTA resolution on
“Minimum Education Standards for Home Schools,” which is still in effect. states:

Whereas, the National PTA believes that all children should have access
to equal educational opportunities; and
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Whereas, the National PTA has consistently supported a quality edu-
cation for all students; and

Whereas, the number of home schools and other non-approved schools
has increased significantly in the last five years; and

Whereas, there are no uniform standards that home schools and other
non-approved schools must meet, such as hours and days of instruction,
curriculum, teacher certification and reporting; now therefore be it

Resolved, that the National PTA encourage state PTAs to urge State
Boards of Education and/or state legislatures to require home and other
non-approved schools to meet the same minimum educational standards
as public schools.??

This PTA resolution must be seen as being opposed to home schooling. Most
state efforts to regulate home schooling along the lines suggested by the PTA
are intended to weaken home schooling. It is interesting that the “Whereas”
clauses in the PTA resolution do not cite any negative evidence about home
schooling.

II1. The National Coalition of Parent Involvement in Education

The PTA is not the only organization interested in parental involvement. On
the contrary, there are scores of independent organizations; the PTA is only one
member of the National Coalition of Parent Involvement in Education (NCPIE),
a coalition of approximately sixty-one “major education associations and advo-
cacy groups” that support public education.3* Coalition representatives meet
monthly at the NEA building to share information, work together on projects, and
serve as an advisory group on parental involvement. The meetings frequently in-
clude guest speakers who have conducted research on parental involvement, di-
rected a successful program, or recently authored a relevant publication. NCPIE’s
major activity is an annual information fair that provides each member organiza-
tion with an opportunity to exhibit its programs and products.

NCPIE works with the Partnership for Family Involvement in Education, an
initiative launched by the U.S. Department of Education in September 1994 af-
ter Goals 2000 was enacted. The Partnership promotes family-school-community
partnerships as a means of improving educational achievement; partners include
families, schools, communities, religious organizations, and employers who
work together to support high standards. NCPIE is also a member of the Fami-
lies and Advocates Partnership for Education (FAPE), an entity intended to
promote better understanding of legislation on special education, such as the
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA).
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IV. Concluding Observations

Despite the current attention to it, parental involvement is not a new concept
in American education. From the time of colonization in the early 1600s through
the 1850s, education was primarily a family responsibility and was essentially
religious in purpose. The idea that a system of education should be available to
the masses—at least for white children — gave rise to the common-school move-
ment that began in the 1830s.3> Common or public schools supported by taxa-
tion grew rapidly as states enacted compulsory education laws; by 1918, all
forty-eight states then in the union had done so. Supporters of public education,
including the National Congress of Mothers (the forerunner, recall, of the Na-
tional PTA), argued that public schools were essential for Americanizing immi-
grants and that private schools did not foster that goal. As state governments
passed laws about the subjects to be taught, the length of the school term, the
kinds of schoolhouses to be built, and the training requirements for teachers, the
American public education system became more and more bureaucratized. As
intended, the state solidified its monopoly status in providing education services:
parents were increasingly shut out of the educational process as education was
taken over by the professionals.

The current push to involve the family in education began in the 1960s, when
President Lyndon Johnson’s “war on poverty” called for more citizen involve-
ment generally. Programs for low-income individuals, such as Head Start, in-
cluded parental involvement. Special education legislation required parental in-
volvement in developing a child’s individual education program. Throughout
the 1980s, more parents demanded involvement in their children’s education.
In the 1990s, parental dissatisfaction with public education, especially in the in-
ner cities, has been a major factor underlying increased home education and
charter schools.

In one way or another, the PTA has been a part of the history of parental in-
volvement for one hundred years. While advocacy has always been a part of its
agenda, the PTA’s increased emphasis on lobbying at the federal level is a costly
diversion to parents whose interests are focused on the achievement of their chil-
dren and the success of their local school. Changes to help students achieve and
schools succeed will happen at the local level, school by school. As long as the
PTA accepts the education establishment’s concept of parental involvement, its
lobbying for federal legislation that would mandate parental involvement is an
exercise in futility. Furthermore, there are dozens of other special interest groups
that are far more powerful and influential lobbyists for public education than the
PTA is. What, then, is the future of the PTA?
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The Future of the PTA

In case after case where a group that’s been important in the past now
finds itself losing ground, or at least struggling to maintain its place, in-
vestigation shows that the main cause is simply strong competition. The
PTA has been getting beat by local entrepreneurs who are more con-
cerned with “hometown” than with Chicago headquarters.!

— Everett Carll Ladd, author, 1999

I. Introduction

The preceding chapters suggest that the National PTA is a figurehead orga-
nization that does not conduct itself in an open and straightforward manner, ei-
ther with the public at large or with its members. Most members would be much
more involved if the PTA were primarily interested in meeting the needs of
members’ children in their local schools. Instead, the National PTA devotes its
energies to lobbying for welfare and educational legislation, and tries to per-
suade parents to do so also.

Everyone has heard the advice, “If it isn’t broken, don’t fix it.” Nonetheless,
if “it” is broken, “fixing it” may not be the answer. Reforming the PTA to be-
come more responsive to parent needs would require making basic changes in
the National PTA, especially its governance structure and its neutrality with re-
gard to collective bargaining issues.

A new organization—or a multitude of new organizations—rather than
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modifications to the old one may be the solution. There is a third alternative.
Perhaps the National PTA is an organization that has outlived its usefulness,
and should be left to wither away. Choosing among these options is difficult,
but let us consider some factors that will affect the choice.

I1. Factors Affecting Reform of the National PTA

To be realistic, any discussion of the future of the PTA must take into ac-
count the basic social and demographic factors that will not only directly affect
its future, but the future of public education as well. The close ties between the
PTA and public schools suggest a difficult future for the PTA. For one thing,
birth rates are declining in the socioeconomic classes that historically have pro-
vided the PTA with most of its members and leadership. For example, Jewish
communities have always been strong supporters of public education, and pro-
vide more active PTA supporters, proportionally speaking, than do other eth-
nic groups. Nonetheless, the low birth rate among Jewish women is leading to
steep declines in the number of Jewish children in public schools.?

Demographic and Diversity Issues

Furthermore, even if birth rates were relatively stable among groups likely
to join the PTA, changes in the labor force indicate that participation in the PTA
would nevertheless continue to decline. A 1990 study by the Bureau of the Cen-
sus found that 55 percent of all new mothers returned to the work force within
one year—up from 31 percent in 1976, and from even lower percentages be-
fore then.3

While membership that includes different socioeconomic groups is desir-
able, the interests among those groups can be divisive. Consider the following
subgroups of parents:

» Upper-middle-class parents in the suburbs

* Single, unmarried mothers in the inner cities with two to three children
* Yuppie parents previously divorced

¢ Working mothers who regard day care as their highest priority

All of these groups may support the “child welfare” mission of the PTA, but
what concrete program can they agree upon? If the issue is higher taxes for pub-
lic schools, the upper-middle-class parents may be more concerned about the
higher taxes than the need for increased school revenue. Parents interested in
college admission for their children have little in common with parents of
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teenage children who can barely read or write. In public schools, parental in-
terest during their childrens’ years of schooling tends to focus on a particular
school for a limited period of time. There is a shared interest among parents in
a particular school, but this shared interest does not ordinarily survive the time
after their children leave school. This is not the case with many private schools,
especially if they operate under the auspices of an organization, such as the
Catholic Church, that has independent ties to the parents. In such cases, the
school is part of an organization that the parents supported before their children
were in school, and which they will continue to support after their children
move on. These sorts of ties are lacking in public schools.

As we have seen, the PTA is and has always been dominated by upper- and
middle-class white females. The rising percentages of married mothers who en-
ter the labor market, and therefore have less time and energy for the PTA, is a
major demographic negative in the PTA’s future. The tremendous increase in
pregnancies by unmarried mothers, especially teenagers, is even more problem-
atic. Whether such mothers work or stay at home, it is impossible for the ma-
jority of them to participate in local, state, and National PTA affairs. PTA lead-
ership inevitably becomes the prerogative of grandmothers and married mothers
who do not work outside the home —a declining proportion of all mothers and
grandmothers. Of course, one need not be a single mother to be sensitive to their
needs and interests, but it is difficult to see how the PTA can recruit single and
working mothers into its membership, let alone its leadership ranks.

The graying of our population will also have a negative effect on public ed-
ucation, and hence on the PTA. As our society ages, young children constitute
a declining percentage of the population. Out of the American population of
281,421,906 in April 2001, fewer than 25 percent had school-age children.
Americans already spend more to take care of their parents than to take care of
their children, and this trend will continue indefinitely.* Furthermore, senior
citizens are the demographic group least supportive of increased funding for
public education. The PTA’s efforts to enroll grandparents of school children
to join PTAs are not very successful. Grandparents frequently do not live near
their grandchildren, and voluntary age segregation is becoming a more promi-
nent feature of American society. An estimated three million grandparents are
rearing their grandchildren, but many went through the PTA routine when their
children were in school and are not likely to be interested in PTA activities this
time around.

The increased diversity of the population poses several problems for the
PTA. Inaddition to age and economic status, race, religion, color, cultural ori-
entation, and lifestyle are some of the most prominent ways in which our soci-
ety is becoming more diverse. Although praising diversity is de rigeur in the
PTA., its lack of ethnic diversity constitutes a major obstacle to the PTA’s ef-
fectiveness in helping America’s neediest children.
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The Internet

Perhaps no other development will impact the future of the PTA more than
the Internet. Whereas the National PTA brings fundraising businesses together
with state affiliates at the annual convention for the purpose of sharing infor-
mation, that information is now available directly through websites on the In-
ternet. When the National PTA sent a copy of its magazine to state and local
leaders, the information in it was intended to be shared with local leaders and
used in training sessions. Now, members and nonmembers alike can access the
information from the PTA website. Furthermore, thousands of companies, or-
ganizations, and government agencies publish information that the PTA pro-
vided in the past on such topics such as juvenile justice, HIV/AIDS prevention,
and the dangers of teenage smoking. The information and, often, the publica-
tions are available on-line twenty-four hours a day. Determining what legisla-
tion to support or to oppose was once a complicated, time-consuming process
developed by the PTA to keep its most active members in the loop. Now,
dozens of websites provide instant access to state legislators, members of Con-
gress, and other elected officials, bypassing the need for the PTA. Parent train-
ing and educational opportunities are also available through the Internet. Fur-
thermore, schools are abandoning the monthly-meeting format of PTAs and
communicating regularly, even daily, with parents through the Internet.

To be sure, Internet technology could transform the way the National PTA does
business. In fact, however, the National PTA shut down the discussion group sec-
tion of its website and threatened to reduce other technology-related services in
2000. In her on-line letter of explanation for closing the only member-to-member
communication available for sharing information in the PTA, President Ginny
Markell said that “closing this group was a business decision—not one based on
the topics discussed or intended to undermine your abilities to network as mem-
bers.” (Prior to the closing, a number of PTA members had posted comments crit-
ical of the National PTA’s refusal to provide copies of its annual budget at a time
when its board was calling for an increase in dues.) As the PTA reduced expenses
in other areas, Markell said that better use could be made of the “10 hours/week
of staff time and the dollars allocated to technology.” Even if the National PTA
did take advantage of technological innovations, however, its governance struc-
ture, its policies and programs, and even its organizational structure would impede
reform of the organization.

The PTA’s Governance Structure

Teacher and teacher union opposition are probably an insuperable obstacle to
any fundamental reform of the PTA. The beneficiaries of the status quo are not
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going to stand by idly in a struggle to convert a docile ally into an independent
force with its own agenda. Even if this obstacle did not exist, or were somehow
overcome, the PTA’s governance structure may also be an insurmountable ob-
stacle to reform. Despite the fact that revised bylaws, intended to change the
PTA’s governance structure, were adopted by delegates at the PTA’s 2001 na-
tional convention, it is unlikely that the provisions will significantly change the
PTA’s operations.® As we have seen, the PTA’s structure enables a small group
at the top to exercise extraordinary power over the organization. For example, the
PTA’s board of directors even has the power to nullify actions taken by delegates
to the national convention. The problem, however, is not simply top-down con-
trol. The problem is that the conditions of eligibility for national office render it
virtually impossible for supporters of basic change to challenge the entrenched
leadership. Even if a cadre of reformers were willing to commit a tremendous
amount of time and resources over many years to effectuating change, and were
able to somehow overcome the problems of turnover, networking, and having to
use their own resources, the outlook for reform from within still would not be
very promising.

One might suppose that an organization devoted to promoting policies of one
kind or another would foster robust discussions of policy issues, but this is not
the case in the PTA. As previously noted, candidates for PTA office run on the
basis of their service to the PTA, never on the basis of policy differences. No
one knows how the PTA would react to a campaign based on policies instead
of popularity in the old-girls network, but such a campaign would be a drastic
change from the PTA culture; what the rank-and-file reaction to it would be is
anyone’s guess. A major problem would be that challengers to the status quo
do not have any cost-effective way to send their message to the rank and file.
With the exception of its Internet site, most National PTA communications are
to state and local leaders, not rank-and-file membership. Inasmuch as national
communications are controlled by staff and officers, the chances that opposi-
tion forces could use them are slim to zero.

Granted, most critics of the PTA could easily become members and elected
delegates to PTA state and national conventions. Anyone who can afford the
expenses can probably become a delegate to both. In fact, inasmuch as local af-
filiates need not be connected to a school, it is possible for PTA critics to es-
tablish free-standing PTAs that send delegates to state and national conven-
tions. The problem facing reform-oriented parents is not, however, getting
elected as delegates to state and national conventions, but forming and main-
taining an effective caucus within the PTA. This problem is compounded by
the high turnover among convention delegates: approximately one in three del-
egates to the national convention is a first-time delegate.

If there is any hope for reform from within, it lies in the possibility of a con-
flict at the leadership level, such that a leadership faction appeals to the rank and
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file in order to form a winning coalition. Realistically, however, the president
has very limited powers within the PTA. In addition to presiding over meetings
and representing the organization at social and political functions, the president
appoints the chairman of five of the PTA’s seven committees and makes the
other committee appointments, subject to approval by the National PTA board
of directors. The president has virtually no authority to act unilaterally on pol-
icy matters because the board of directors has the sole authority to manage the
organization’s affairs, except in instances when convention delegates or the ex-
ecutive committee are required to act. In short, the president’s influence depends
much more on her ability to persuade than upon the powers of the office.
Aspirants for PTA leadership positions or jobs may conclude that the only
way to achieve their objectives is to conduct a grassroots reform campaign. Re-
form is not likely to happen this way, but the slight chance that it might is
greater than the chance of a grassroots uprising. For reform-minded parents and
PTA members, this is a grim diagnosis, but I believe that it is a realistic one.

The PTA’s Policy on Collective Bargaining

In collective bargaining, the teacher unions and school management are sup-
posed to protect the interests of parents and pupils, but this is not the way the
process actually works. In the real world, the responsibility for protecting parental
rights and interests falls on school management. Because the PTA uses a policy
of neutrality concerning collective bargaining issues, however, school manage-
ment lacks the support that it needs to effectively protect parental interests.

What if PTAs abandoned their policy of neutrality in collective bargaining?
How could they play a constructive role in the process? One way would be to
present the data needed to clarify issues that affect parents. For example, bar-
gaining on teachers’ hours of employment raises these issues:

* How much time before and after the regular pupil day should teachers be
available to help students or meet with parents?

» For how many evening and/or Saturday meetings should teachers be avail-
able to meet the needs of parents who cannot meet during the regular
school day?

* Can school management assign teachers on the basis of student needs?

Ideally, PTAs should conduct their own research on such issues. They could
find out how many parents do not confer with teachers because of teachers’ un-
availability and what options would be most helpful to remedy the problem. An
active parent organization could find out how well parents understand report
cards and how the report cards might be made more informative. On several is-
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sues such as these, the PTA might try to be an independent force, subservient
to neither the teacher unions nor to school management.

Realistically, it is doubtful that local PTAs could act this way with teacher
union members and principals posted at every step of the PTA’s governance
structure. Parents are usually very reluctant to challenge teachers, especially if
teachers can retaliate against the parents’ children. Although teacher retaliation
may not happen very often, the fear that it might is quite common. In any case,
PTAs are not likely to exclude teachers from membership, or even to try to do so.

The PTA’s Policy on School Choice

In recent years, public opinion polls consistently show that a majority of par-
ents support school choice in one form or another.” A press release by the Na-
tional Congress of Black Conservatives (NCBC) at the 1998 National Associa-
tion for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) convention asserted that
“[b]lack parents overwhelmingly support School Choice in all major surveys and
polls, and every private scholarship program in the nation . . . is over enrolled.”

Clearly, the PTA’s all-out opposition to school choice weakens its claim to
represent parental interests. In the first place, the PTA’s opposition cannot ob-
scure one overriding fact: providing parents with a choice of schools would em-
power them as nothing else would or can. In contrast, requiring parents to be-
come involved in establishing charter schools, or in time-consuming, arduous,
and expensive political activities that have little prospect of affecting their chil-
dren’s education, is an ineffective strategy. Under a policy of school choice,
parents would have the power—or, at least, much more power—to effectuate
their educational preferences. ’

Although the PTA supports public education as a unifying institution, it is ac-
tually one of the most divisive. Curriculum issues, teacher tenure, textbook
adoptions, student dress codes (or lack thereof ), and safety in school create con-
flicts that are having a negative impact on public education and, consequently,
on the PTA. As economist and Nobel Prize winner Milton Friedman (among
others) has pointed out, our political system cannot deal effectively with grow-
ing conflict over school issues.” As special interest groups increasingly demand
more attention to their interests in the schools, public education will become
even more contentious in the future.!” This is bound to strengthen the school
choice movement despite the education establishment’s opposition to it.

The PTA’s objections to school choice reveal a basic contradiction. On the
one hand, the organization is constantly glorifying the wisdom and concern that
parents have for their children. On the other hand, its opposition to school choice
is based on the assumption that Jarge numbers of parents will choose schools that
are economically exclusive. racially divisive. ideologically antidemocratic —the
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list of potential evils goes on and on. The PTA’s position is that parents must be
prevented from making the wrong choices by limiting their options to public
schools alone. Just how the parents who would make poor school choices are
nevertheless able to make sound choices for all other facets of their children’s
lives, and to vote constructively for multiple candidates for muitiple public of-
fices, is never discussed.

The PTA’s Policy on Public Schools

The PTA’s title refers to parents and teachers, but its programs and poli-
cies are clearly antagonistic toward teachers and parents in private schools,
especially denominational schools. In the past, religion was the main factor
driving enrollment in private schools. In the 1950s, Catholic schools ac-
counted for about 80 percent of all private school enrollment. In 1950, 10,800
Catholic schools served over three million students; other denominations ac-
counted for an additional 10 percent of total private school enrollment.!! En-
rollment in Catholic schools was made possible by the financial contributions
of Catholic religious communities. As membership in these religious com-
munities dwindled sharply over the decades, so has Catholic school enroll-
ment. Today, Catholic school enrollment accounts for only about half of pri-
vate school enrollments. Furthermore, many parents enroll their children in
denominational schools for secular reasons, and do not even observe the re-
ligion associated with the school. '

PTA opposition to private schooling was a major factor in its membership
decline in the late 1970s and 1980s. Parents of children in private schools un-
derstandably did not wish to be members of an organization that supported poli-
cies contrary to their interests. If (or, more likely, when) school choice comes
to pass, however, PTA membership is likely to drop substantially. More par-
ents will enroll their children in private schools of one sort or another, and par-
ent loyalties will be to parent organizations in particular schools, not to a state
or national organization such as the PTA.

Home schooling is the ultimate expression of parental involvement, but the
PTA only grudgingly tolerates it.'> In a 1997 book, Michael P. Farris, president
of the Home School Legal Defense Association, predicted that “40 percent of
all children will receive at least some material portion of their education at
home in the next ten to twenty years.”!3 Whatever the increase may be, as so-
phisticated communications technology enables more parents to work at home,
and also to utilize educational resources that were formerly limited to schools,
home schooling will attract more parents who might otherwise have been ac-
tive in the PTA.
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The PTA’s Organizational Status

Although my criticisms of the PTA may seem unduly harsh, many of them
are shared by the PTA itself. In the past few years, the PTA has been concerned
by the fact that although student enrollments are up, PTA membership is down.
These trends are leaving the PTA in an extremely vulnerable financial condi-
tion. Eighty percent of its income comes from member dues, and only 20 per-
cent from all other sources. Obviously, continued erosion of its membership
base will endanger the PTA’s financial stability. As noted previously, the PTA
was advised by outside consultants to begin a concerted effort to increase non-
dues revenue to 50 percent of total revenue, with half of that amount to come
from corporate sponsors.'4

Potential corporate sponsors, however, raise their own issues when approached
by the PTA for support. As reported by PTA leaders, sponsors and foundations
will not “invest” in the PTA unless the organization can show that members have
made a serious commitment to the PTA. Corporate sponsors also want demo-
graphic information about PTA members, but the PTA cannot provide such in-
formation. Without member names and demographic data, the PTA cannot at-
tract member benefit programs such as credit cards, travel discounts, and other
services that attract major corporate sponsors, such as airlines and carmakers.

To effect the changes suggested by potential corporate sponsors, PTA lead-
ers urged delegates to the PTA’s 2000 convention to approve a dues increase —
from $1.00 to $2.00. Delegates balked, but approved a $.25 increase. Assuming
that the membership remained at 6.5 million, the new rate generated $8,125,000
in annual national dues revenue. It is unlikely, however, that corporate sponsors
viewed the $1.25 dues with any less concern than they viewed the $1.00 com-
mitment from PTA members. (Nor will the recent increase of dues to $1.75 en-
courage sponsors to invest in the PTA.)

The PTA committed most of the year-2000 dues increase to a public relations
and marketing campaign, citing a survey of its members indicating that they
wanted an “identity awareness campaign” to show that the PTA is “the author-
ity on parent/family involvement.”13 (The concern about the visibility of the Na-
tional PTA that inspired the campaign was foreshadowed by a Wirthlin World-
wide survey conducted in 1996 for this project.)!¢ While “PTA” is a household
word, many people are not familiar with its current programs, initiatives, and ac-
tivities. Indeed, of those who were surveyed by the PTA, “[N]one saw us as the
voice for children,” a dismayed National PTA President Ginny Markell told con-
vention delegates in 2000.

In an almost complete reversal of its commitment to all children and to the
gamut of issues concerning all children, Markell announced in 2000 the deci-
sion of PTA leaders to focus in the future on three areas only. As it enters the
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new millenium, the PTA will promote parental involvement, call for a safe en-
vironment for children, and vocalize the PTA’s support of public education
through a “massive” advertising campaign. (The new focus is remarkably sim-
ilar to the legislative and public relations agenda of the NEA.)

To continue its commitment to advocacy, PTA leaders in 2000 also increased
support for legislation identified as PTA priorities and for increased dissemi-
nation of information about key PTA issue positions to its grassroots lobbyists.
The PTA intends to train its volunteer and staff leaders to use “consistent mes-
sages” when speaking on behalf of the association.”

What new or different services does the PTA propose to offer its members?
The astonishing answer is: “None.” In fact, Markell made it clear in her remarks
to convention delegates in 2000 that “state PTAs will be the National PTA’s pri-
mary customer.” The National PTA intends to devote more time and effort to
train state leaders to speak with authority and effectiveness on PTA issues, in-
cluding the three areas mentioned above. Whether the National PTA’s advertis-
ing campaign results in increased public awareness of the organization, gener-
ates additional members, or attracts more corporate sponsors, remains to be seen.

Furthermore, the 2000 convention’s rejection of a $1.00 dues increase neces-
sitated cutbacks in PTA services and programs. In its deliberations during the
preparation of the operating budget for 2001, the National PTA board of directors
pointed out that “[r]ising costs of operations . . . make it difficult to maintain the
standards of programs and services at the current dues level.”!8 Therefore, some
services and programs will be reduced or eliminated, and fees for other services
will increase. There was no legislative conference in Washington, D.C. in 2001.
Training programs may be reduced for regional PTA conferences. The staff time
spent on updating the National PTA’s website may be reduced. The PTA’s tech-
nology help-desk and toll-free number may be discontinued. Registration fees for
the national convention may be increased. and the number of workshops reduced.

The National PTA dues level and the PTA’s inability to generate demo-
graphic data continue to weaken the PTA’s appeal to potential corporate spon-
sors. Compared to most membership organizations, it is surprising that the Na-
tional PTA has not raised its dues to at least $5.00 a year. With such higher
dues, even if it lost 20 percent of its members, the organization would be in
much better financial condition than it is now. Annual dues in the American As-
sociation of Retired Persons are $8.00, yet it still has a membership of about
thirty-two million.

Actually, as low as the national and state PTA dues are, perhaps they should be
abolished altogether. With a substantial increase in membership, the PTA could
sell advertising space in its publications and increase the fees for exhibit space at
its conventions; it might also be a more attractive recipient of foundation grants.

Does the dues level serve to insulate the PTA from scrutiny by its members?
Would higher dues lead to higher expectations for PTA performance, expectations
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that PTA leaders prefer to avoid? Undoubtedly, both factors are present. Another
advantage of low dues is that competing parent organizations will not be able to
offer membership dues lower than the PTA’s. In addition, higher dues would
likely lead to fewer members and weaken the PTA’s claim to represent all parents.

III. Who Is Competing with the PTA?

The PTA is not the only parent game in town; on the contrary, parent orga-
nizations thrive or struggle to survive in every region of the country. A brief re-
view of their status will be helpful in assessing the prospects for the PTA.

My estimate is that 90 percent of parents of K-12 children in the United States
are not members of the National PTA and its affiliates; of this group, perhaps
half are involved in local school organizations. Many parents do not participate
in school associations. Although a few parent organizations aspire to become na-
tional, and include the word “national” in their title, none has a significant na-
tional membership. Like the PTA. these organizations either develop new local
and state affiliates or convert existing associations to their network. Realistic es-
timates indicate that over eighty thousand schools have parent organizations that
operate at the local school level without any affiliation with a state or national
hierarchy. Such independent parent groups existed even before our nation was
founded. Today, although known individually by a variety of names, they are
most often referred to as parent-teacher organizations (PTOs). Other organiza-
tions, however, have been established for specific purposes, such as supporting
or opposing legislation or generating support for new schools. In such cases, the
organizations are generally not associated with individual schools.

Parent-Teacher Organizations (PTOs)

Because PTOs are not affiliated with a state and national organization, esti-
mates of their membership are rather speculative. My guess is that they enroll
about half of the parents of K—12 students, but the number could be much
higher or lower.

Despite many similarities between PTOs and local PTAs, the differences are
significant. One difference is that the PTA is legally independent of any gov-
ernmental agency, such as the school district, while many PTOs are not. Some
school districts include the school PTO in the district’s liability insurance pol-
icy, an acknowledgment that the PTO and its activities are part of the school.
The cost and availability of liability insurance is frequently a factor in whether
the PTO is independent from the school district. In our litigious society, par-
ents are understandably reluctant to become involved in activities without
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assurance of some insurance protection. Where state laws permit the practice,
some state affiliates of the PTA assist its local affiliates with group liability in-
surance coverage. This practice is made easier because all PTA local and state
affiliates must join the PTA’s unified membership structure; PTOs are not sub-
ject to any such requirements.

As discussed previously, unified membership also requires that National
PTA policies be incorporated by reference in state and local PTA bylaws, a re-
quirement not applicable to PTOs. Therefore, PTOs are usually governed
through simple bylaws adopted by parents who attend the meetings, not just
those who have paid dues, as is the case in the PTA. In fact, sometimes there
are no PTO dues at all. Even if PTOs have a dues structure, all funds generated
remain with the local organization, whereas the “average PTA forwards $750
to its state and national leadership in dues alone.”"?

PTOs do not emphasize lobbying, which is why some parents prefer them to
complying with the PTA’s strong emphasis on supporting (or opposing) state and
federal legislative positions endorsed by the organization. The vast majority of
the reported 6.5 million members of the PTA consider themselves members of
their school group and nothing more, whereas virtually all National Rifle Asso-
ciation (NRA) members or Sierra Club members join to support “the cause.” As
a special interest organization, the PTA’s cause of “advocating for all children”
at the state and national levels is a broad agenda that appeals to very few PTA
parents. In contrast, PTOs encourage parents to work within the political party
structure and through other special interest organizations to engage in state and
national political activities. At the local level, however, PTO (and PTA) parents
are likely to be involved in issues that affect their school and community.

Although PTOs are not likely to challenge teacher unions or school admin-
istrators, they are not subject to the PTA’s requirement of neutrality on collec-
tive bargaining issues. In general, PTOs function as school support organiza-
tions without getting involved in state or national agendas.

In early 1999, Tim Sullivan, a Franklin, Massachusetts entrepreneur, estab-
lished PTO Today, Inc. to help PTOs help their schools become more effective
“communities of caring and learning.” Company services include PTO Today,
a bimonthly publication delivered free of charge to every K-8 parent group in
the United States, including PTAs. Individual subscriptions are available as
well. Because the publication is intended to help independent parent organiza-
tions share ideas, PTO Today is posted on-line and includes a variety of fea-
tures and articles as well as advertisements for fundraising projects. Sullivan
makes extensive use of the Internet. He invites parents to log on to the PTO To-
day website and to join on-line discussions among PTO (and PTA) members
who share issues of concern and practical advice to parents and teachers. An
on-line archive provides users with easy access to issues previously discussed.
In addition, the website features nationwide news items concerning parental in-
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volvement and links to other appropriate websites.2’ Given discussions posted
on the PTO Today website, inquiries from PTA parents, and even discussions
on the PTA website (before the PTA closed those discussions down), it seems
that many PT A-affiliated groups remain so only because of group services they
receive by virtue of affiliation. If PTO Today can continue to develop services
(competitive group liability insurance, for example), the PTA may well see sig-
nificant attrition.

Other Parent Organizations

In recent years, other organizations designed to help parents have emerged in
several states. Some, such as the Kansas-based Parents in Control and the Black
Alliance for Education Options, support school choice. Parents in Charge, an or-
ganization launched in April 2001 by entrepreneur and philanthropist Theodore
J. Forstmann, encourages parents to support a version of school choice that will
result in a competitive education industry. To achieve this objective, Parents in
Charge will conduct an extensive media campaign to convince the public that
parents and students should have the right to choose their schools instead of be-
ing required to attend a government-assigned school.2! The Parents’ National
Network in California works closely with parent groups throughout the state to
keep them advised about pending legislation that weakens traditional family val-
ues. In addition to analyzing proposed legislation in California, the group has
successfully staged rallies and opposed legislative proposals to liberalize sex ed-
ucation, especially when the proposals have a gay and lesbian orientation. The
organization serves as a clearinghouse for parents who seek information on pro-
posed legislation. -

Other conservative organizations, including Concerned Women for America,
the Eagle Forum, and the Family Research Council, have organizational com-
ponents that offer advice to parents. Focus on the Family publishes numerous
publications for parents and teachers as well as pupils. Through The Home
School Court Report, the Home School Legal Defense Association keeps its
parent-educators informed about legal and legislative matters while at the same
time giving them practical advice on matters involving home-school resources.

Some programs provide parents with the skills they need to become more
knowledgeable about school and community issues, and thus prepare them to
participate more effectively in parent organizations. The Parent Leadership
Training Institute (PLTI), founded in Hartford, Connecticut in 1994, conducts
an intensive parent training program. The PL'TI now operates in several cities
in Connecticut as well as in Minnesota and California. The PLTI’s curriculum
provides twenty-week training sessions, which PLTI describes as “lessons in
democracy for parents who otherwise might feel powerless.”??2 Parents from
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large cities are trained to develop such skills as writing letters to editors and
participating at public and school meetings. Trainees are also taught how to ini-
tiate cooperative projects, such as child care cooperatives, neighborhood crime
watches, and school safety patrols. Public and private support is used to fund
the training program.

In its literature, PLTI maintains that “parents, across race and class lines, are
able to describe the needs of children and the obstacles to address them. Yet,
they do not see themselves as capable of effecting change. The majority of par-
ents do not know how to work within the city, school, or state system, nor do
they believe they are entitled to do s0.”23 The PLTI’s training program, then, is
intended to empower parents who feel disenfranchised.

Though much less intensive than PLTI, the Parent University program,
adopted by a number of school districts, also helps parents understand school
and student issues. For example, Parent University in Savannah, Georgia edu-
cates parents about the school district’s goals by offering weekend classes with
motivational speakers and parent testimonials. In classes I observed in Febru-
ary 2000, instructors showed parents how to access the Georgia Department of
Education website; there the parents learned about the state’s sequence of re-
quirements for students and were given helpful advice about talking to kids
about drugs and about setting goals. Furthermore, the program encouraged
parental involvement in education by mandating that parents attend their local
school’s PTO or PTA meetings as a prerequisite for completion of the course.
The Parent University concept could have widespread appeal as another way to
help parents help their children succeed in and out of school.

These are only a few of the more than two hundred organizations that exist
to help parents and schools interact more effectively. Competition among them
often provides opportunities for parents to help their children in school.

The United Parents Associations

The model for a parent organization that limits teacher participation exists in
New York, where the first state affiliate of the National Congress of Mothers
was established in 1897. The United Parents Associations of New York City
(UPA) has represented public school parents in New York City since 1921.

In April 1921, Robert Simon, a parent whose child attended the Horace
Mann School of Teachers College, Columbia University, chaired a committee
to bring public and private school parents into a federation of parent associa-
tions. From its inception, the UPA emphasized that it would be an association
of, by, and for parents whose children were enrolled in school. Local parent as-
sociations joined the UPA, which vowed “to study the educational problems of
the school” and to improve the schools in greater New York. Thus, the UPA’s
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mission and membership requirements differed from the noneducational, social
welfare concerns of the early PTA. The PTA allowed membership to parents
whose children were no longer enrolled in K12 classes; the UPA did not. In
1932, the UPA required all associations to hold some evening meetings to ac-
commodate the schedules of working parents, especially fathers. In fact, the
UPA refused to permit association with any other groups, particularly mothers’
clubs, that limited membership to one gender. Through the years, other con-
flicts of policy between the two groups effectively eliminated any UPA affilia-
tion with the National PTA.2* Throughout its history as a federation of local-
school parent associations, the UPA encountered organizational and financial
hardships, but it also worked to revise school policies regarding report cards,
to develop a school conflict resolution project, to produce a comprehensive
leadership manual, to prepare school safety plans, and to implement a myriad
of other projects on behalf of parents in New York City schools.

In 1967, the New York City Board of Education codified the regulations that
had previously governed parental involvement in the schools. The board issued
the Blue Book, an official publication that set forth the rights and responsibili-
ties of all parent associations in the city.2 With periodic revisions, the Blue
Book remains the New York City Board of Education’s policy statement on
parent associations and the schools. Every school is required to have a parent
association (PA) that represents all (and only) parents whose children currently
attend the school. Payment of dues cannot be a condition for PA membership
or the right to run for office in the PA, although contributions to the PA can be
solicited. Fundraising activities are restricted to one or two per year, and house-
to-house solicitations are strictly forbidden. Only parents can decide if teach-
ers or other school employees will be eligible for membership in a local asso-
ciation. If they were granted eligibility for membership, the group would be
known as a P.T.A. (not to be confused with local affiliates of the National PTA).
Principals, assistant principals. and supervisors may not be members of a PA
or a P.T.A., or intrude in PA or P.T.A. affairs. No school employee can serve
as an officer, committee member, or executive board member of a PA or P.T.A.
in the school at which he or she is employed. Governance of the PA or P.T.A.
is implemented through locally adopted bylaws that comply with the policies
set forth in the Biue Book. In 1998. the New York City Board of Education up-
dated the Blue Book to expand the definition of parents to include grandparents.

The UPA is poorly funded, understaffed, and lacks clout in the citywide sys-
tem. It operates as a federation of approximately two hundred local PAs and
P.T.A.s that includes over two hundred thousand parents in the thirty-two sep-
arate school districts in New York City. Thus, in the 1,189 public schools in
New York City, about 16 percent of the local parent associations have joined
the UPA network as of 2000.

The UPA has always operated as an independent entity with its own agenda,
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and the Blue Book continues to require this independence from teacher unions
and administrators. Even so, in 1999, the United Federation of Teachers (UFT)
challenged the board of education’s prohibition on school employees serving
on a local PA. After strong lobbying by the UFT, the New York City Board of
Education relented; educators can now serve on PA leadership teams at the
schools their children attend, provided they do not work at the same school.

Despite its independence, however, the UPA is not a powerful influence in
the New York City schools. Indeed, one wonders how it could be. UPA rev-
enues are miniscule compared to the UFT’s budget, which was $79 million in
1999. The UPA lacks full-time staff and other capabilities essential for an in-
fluential organization; the UFT has hundreds of full-time staff. The UPA is not
an effective counterweight to UFT influence in district affairs; the most that the
UPA can hope to do is to raise public awareness of issues that concern parents.
And if two hundred thousand parents in New York City cannot establish a cred-
ible counterweight to teacher union influence in New York City, there is even
less likelihood of establishing such an organization where the demographics
and geographical concentration are much less favorable.

Independent National Parent Organizations

What are the prospects for a new national parent organization? Presumably,
the organization’s raison d’étre would be that it would represent parents more
democratically and more effectively than the PTA does. To achieve this goal,
teachers would have to be barred from membership or restricted in some less
drastic way, but as previously noted, it is difficult to see how this could be done.
Furthermore, the teacher unions would do everything within their power to pre-
vent the emergence of an independent national parent organization. Since the
NEA and the AFT dominate the National PTA, they have every reason to pre-
vent the emergence of a less compliant parent organization.

There is one organization that has national pretensions, but its ineffective-
ness is symptomatic of the difficulties facing any potential competitor to the
PTA. Founded in 1991, Parents for Public Schools (PPS) is a national organi-
zation of grassroots chapters “recruiting families to stay in or come back to pub-
lic schools.”26 PPS is a nonprofit organization headquartered in Jackson, Mis-
sissippi. Its local affiliates are organized on a community basis, not affiliated
with individual schools. As of March 2001, PPS had one hundred chapters in
fifteen states; those chapters work to “build both strong public schools and
healthier, more vital communities.”?? Like the PTA, PPS opposes school
vouchers and tax credits, and is careful not to get into controversies with the
NEA and the AFT. PPS is not a major organizational threat to the PTA, nor has
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it avoided the subservience to teacher unions that has undermined the National
PTA’s claims to independence.

In obvious contrast to the National PTA’s approach to increased parent in-
volvement through federal funding and mandates, the National Network of Part-
nership Schools (NNPS) operates on the basis that successful programs “will not
come from Washington; [instead,] parents at the local level must be motivated
and activated.” In 1995, after many years of conducting research on effective
programs featuring school, family, and community partnership, Joyce L. Epstein
established the NNPS. This organization focuses on improving schools through
research, policy, and practice.

As director of the Center on School, Family, and Community Partnerships at
Johns Hopkins University, Epstein developed a framework for involvement
that guides the work of the NNPS. Epstein’s six types of involvement are par-
enting, communicating, volunteering, learning at home, decision making, and
collaborating with community.

The NNPS emphasizes training for school personnel because leadership
changes frequently at the local school level. After training school staff, the
NNPS challenges the school to engage parents and involve community mem-
bers to help the school achieve its goals. It also works with state education agen-
cies and school districts to help them set appropriate goals for school, family,
and community partnership. Finally, the NNPS assists school districts in de-
signing appropriate assessment mechanisms to measure progress.

To track the success of parent involvement, the participating schools provide
data to Johns Hopkins University for analysis. Distribution of the results and
other NNPS news is provided through publications and on the website of the
NNPS.28 As of February 2001, eighteen state departments of education and 142
school districts —with more than 1,415 schools in nine states—were partici-
pating in the NNPS. Its programs are in private schools, charter schools, and
public schools. In some public schools, the local PTA affiliate participates in
NNPS programs, but schools dominated by the NEA and the AFT refuse to co-
operate. The NNPS is what the National PTA might have become with profes-
sional staff, a clearly defined mission, and a singular focus.

IV. Will the PTA Wither Away?

In 1994, Education Week, a weekly newspaper covering K-12 education,
conducted a survey of education committees in state legislatures, asking which
education organizations were most influential in shaping education policy.?
The PTA ranked last among the major organizations that lobby on education
issues. This result raises hard questions about the time, expense, and attention
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that the National PTA and its state affiliates devote to lobbying. In view of their
ineffectiveness, is it worth the time and trouble to try to remedy their weakness
in this respect? The reflexive answer to this question is “Yes, of course,” but a
more judicious response might be more uncertain.

Consider the answer to this question: What would be different about teach-
ing and learning in American schools if there were no National PTA? I believe
that the answer is “Nothing,” at least in recent decades. The National PTA was
responsible for adding a parent involvement goal to Goals 2000, but there is no
evidence that this addition has had any positive effect on schools or, for that
matter, on parental involvement. The PTA may have had a marginal influence
on other federal legislation, but it is difficult to be certain of this because so
many other organizations with more political clout supported the same posi-
tions as the PTA did. Of course, local PTAs provide assistance to pupils and
schools through fundraising, and some of their activities are very beneficial at
the school and district level. Nevertheless, it is difficult to discern any wide-
spread improvement in schools from PTA programs or legislative activities. If
there had been no National PTA, Goals 2000 would have been enacted anyway,
and produced the same results.

Of course, the impact of the PTA on education is only part of the picture. As
the PTA itself emphasizes, it does not focus primarily on formal schooling. It
stands to reason, however, that if the National PTA’s influence on schooling is
marginal at most, its impact in other venues would be even less significant.
Again, I wish to emphasize that some state and some local affiliates undertake
valuable projects from time-to-time, but the National PTA is not a factor in
these projects.

Perhaps the most that can be said about the National PTA is that it plays a
legitimizing role to organizations and government officials who accept the
premise that the PTA represents the views of millions of parents. When the Na-
tional PTA adopts a position, the erroneous but widespread assumption is that
the organization represents most parents. The reason for this is that most citi-
zens apply the term “PTA” to all parent organizations, regardless of whether
they are affiliated with the National PTA. Seeing “PTAs” everywhere, people
understandably conclude that the National PTA’s positions enjoy strong grass-
roots support. Most parents may be opposed to, indifferent to, or unaware of
PTA positions, but to the public, the PTA’s endorsement carries dispropor-
tionate weight. Smaller parent groups, such as those in denominational organi-
zations that are ignored by the media, may strongly oppose the PTA’s policies.

Most parents in the United States take the PTA for granted, but it is an anom-
aly. In most western democracies, there is no national organization of parents.
To be sure, schools hold meetings of parents, especially in the elementary
grades, but nowhere in Western Europe outside of Great Britain do we find an
organization comparable to the National PTA. This fact does not prove that a
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national parent organization should not exist in the United States. It does sug-
gest, however, that parents are not a natural basis for a national organization.
Essentially, the PTA is a policy organization that utilizes a school connection
to recruit its members, the vast majority of whom are either unaware of or indif-
ferent to its welfare-state agenda. This cozy arrangement is unlikely to continue
for much longer. As we have seen, the PTA faces an uncertain future as the self-
appointed guardian of children’s interests. Rather than dwelling any further on
reasons for the PTA’s slow demise, let me conclude by speculating on the fea-
tures that might make for a successful national parent organization. I remain skep-
tical that such an organization is likely to emerge in the current public school en-
vironment, but it might be worth the effort. Such an organization would:

+ Help all parents of children in school, not just the parents of pupils in pub-
lic schools.

« Recognize that parental interests sometimes conflict with the interests of
teacher unions and/or school administrators, and be prepared to uphold
parental interests in such conflicts.

¢ Present all sides of controversial issues, leaving it to members to pursue
their legislative objectives and lobbying through other organizations.

 Sponsor or support research on issues that affect parents directly. For exam-
ple, how much useful information is conveyed by report cards? Are parents
receiving a realistic assessment of their children’s educational progress?
How often do parents confer with teachers? How much time do teachers de-
vote to helping pupils exclusive of regular class time? Research on issues
such as these would enable parents to play a constructive role at the local
level in school district negotiations with teacher unions.

¢ Recognize that all family structures and lifestyles are not equally con-

ducive to children’s welfare, and hold to this position even when facing the

organization’s need for members and revenue.

Assist local parent organizations in locating services, train officers, de-

velop communications, use technology efficiently, and plan conferences.

In any event, the PTA is a reality. It would not be the first organization to sur-
vive long beyond its utility. Today’s PTA is largely a political arm of the teacher
unions, a force that did not exist when the PTA was founded at the end of the
nineteenth century. Perhaps this shows that the PTA has alertly adjusted to so-
cial change, but I believe that this evaluation would be far too generous. What I
see instead is an organization that has lost its rationale for existence along with
its independence. It can neither stand up to teacher union interests nor fairly rep-
resent parental interests in improving their children’s local schools. On the most
fundamental of its tasks, the National PTA has proven itself irrelevant.
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