ugene School District 4J’s new Superintendent Sheldon Berman
hasn’t seen Waiting for Superman, the recent film that advocates
for public school privatization.

“Charter schools are not the answer,” he says.

He has read The Death and Life of the Great American School
System: How Testing and Choice Are Undermining Education, Diane
Ravitch’s book last year that slams billionaires’ efforts to privatize

schools and increase high-stakes standardized testing.

“l thought it was a brilliant book. | would recommend it to anyone and everyone.
| think she’s actually right on,” the former social studies teacher says.

Replacing the retired George Russell, who had a background in human resources,
Berman has hung his office with diplomas from Harvard and pictures of himself
with Bill Clinton and with Muhammad Ali. His shelves are stuffed with education
books, including some Berman himself wrote on critical thinking, innovation and the
development of social responsibility.

Near Berman’s busy desk, an abstract print of two children running into each
others’ arms states: “Our Children, Our Life.” The balding, affable educator in a tie is
not much taller than a middle schooler.

After his first five months at the helm of a Eugene school district that just suffered
budget cuts that laid off 60 teachers, crowding many classrooms beyond 40
children, Berman spoke with EW about his vision for education and 4J. Here’s the
Q&A, edited for length.

Most of the work is done by teachers. Do superintendents matter?

Do superintendents matter? (laughs) The superintendent as | see it is sort of the
hub of looking at resources, looking at policy, being a bridge to the community, being
a spokesperson for the district, helping to listen to what is going on in the district
and being able to articulate it to others, looking at systemic strategies to advance
the performance of students across the system. It’s the connector to resources. Not
only the fiscal resources, but the intellectual resources, the university resources,
the partnerships with the research and development system, the vision to seek
particular grants. | see it as a connective network kind of role and as a facilitator
kind of role. | see it as one that provides leadership in terms of moving the system
forward.

Oregon is going to apply for a No Child Left Behind Act waiver. What do you
think they should propose?

The waiver is essentially an effort to get out of a punitive and a not very functional
assessment system. When | was in Massachusetts (as superintendent for 14 years
outside Boston), we had identified that by 2014, because of the way the analytical
system worked, over about 90 percent of the schools in Massachusetts would be
“failing” schools. Now that’s just not realistic. That's a failed assessment system,
because the schools had ever increasing performance. Actually, they were the top
schools in the country.

The waiver allows us to create a much better assessment system — to take on
the work of transforming the schools that are persistently low-achieving and design
a system of support so that you move them out of that classification. It also allows
you to give credibility to progress that schools are making.
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| don’t think that the federal “Race to the Top” grants (which Oregon didn’t get)
were directed to the kinds of changes that were the most productive.

Your predecessor had a report that said the Eugene choice system had left
schools “poorer and browner.” Do we have an issue there still?

The whole choice issue is one that we are looking into right now. We are exploring
a number of things. One is how choice works within the system and, because of
the new legislation (allowing students to attend other school districts), what impact
inter-district choice could have and whether we should participate or not.

To some degree it (transfers) would have a positive impact. Eugene is a very
appealing district. We have a declining enroliment. There is a sense we could serve
more students. One of the things we are looking at is, will this enhance our resource
base or not or will it compromise our current student body.

Politically, could it undermine the voting base for a bond measure if people say
the district is just educating people from Junction City?

Right. Exactly right. But on the other hand, if we could say that we are bringing
additional revenue into the district that offsets the requirements of the taxpayers
here, that might be a positive.

Is there too much testing or is there too little testing?

I'm not one that opposes testing. We need to have assessment systems that
track what we do. I've been in favor of high quality assessment systems, though,
that enable us to really track students’ performance, that gives us feedback on how
students are doing in particular areas so we can address individual student needs. |
don’t think the current Oregon assessment system does that well for us. | think that
is why people are looking at how do we change that system.

We should have one test a year, not three chances of taking it. That takes too
much time. The best assessments are the assessments that are done in teachers’
classrooms, that tell a teacher what skills they need to address.

Education needs to be accountable to the public. But the best accountability
systems are accountability systems that give us the information to advance student
learning. They are not just a number that you post. It's moving away from saying
the test scores are the goal to saying that graduation is the goal, and college and
career readiness is the goal.

We’ve made a commitment in this district that by 2021 we want to have 100
percent of our students graduate and be college or career ready.

If you did that, does that put pressure to graduate people that aren’t ready to
graduate?

No, that’s why | said college and career ready. The diploma has to mean
something.

Obviously, we need a diversity of routes to a degree. | have a Down syndrome
son, and he would not have passed the math or the English reading test here.
But he will develop the career-ready skills to get him into a position where he can
contribute to society. That’s the kind of emphasis that we have to have. It’s not just
about getting kids into college, it’'s about getting kids ready to launch into a career
with the skills necessary to be successful.
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