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On the Issues… A More Balanced Approach To
Education

BY SCOTT CAMPBELL
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St. Johnsbury Academy Headmaster Tom Lovett wrote
recently (Caledonian-Record, Sept. 20) about the role
of parents and teachers in young learners’ lives. The
“carpenter” carefully plans and builds a life for the
child. The “gardener” creates an environment and
manages conditions for the child. The “mentor” joins
the child on his or her journey, supporting their
exploration of the world as advisor and guide.

Headmaster Lovett observes that the human
relationship offered by a mentor is far more powerful
in developing strong, self-confident, creative learners
than any curriculum or classroom instruction.

I think this is very wise (as Mr. Lovett’s commentaries
typically are). This is the ideal, what we should be
striving for in our schools. We want schooling to
enhance every child’s natural capacity for learning. We
want our students to graduate into engaged, productive
citizens.

Nationally, regionally and statewide, policymakers
have sought to achieve higher learning standards with
ever-greater urgency. We have made some progress.
But we have had some setbacks.

Greater attention to standards has led to increasing
reliance on standardized testing, which has led

to more “teaching to the test.” More classroom
attention is anxiously focused on improving school
performance in math and language arts, leaving less
time for civics, social studies, art, music, and
recreation. An art teacher I know laments that the
school day is regulated to the minute, and fewer
minutes are allocated to her class.

A related but even bigger factor is the level of social
services we expect schools to provide. A recent article
by the superintendent of Washington Northeast S.U.,
Mark Tucker, (VTDigger, Sept. 21) discussed the rising
costs of mental health services required by an
increasing number of students: “[I]f you ask any school
superintendent in Vermont what are the major cost
drivers in their budget increases, you will find
childhood trauma at or near the top of their list.”

Which brings us to what appears to be the sole focus of
some policymakers: funding. Budget hawks point out
that school population has declined but per-pupil costs
have risen “out of control.”

Why is that? Some factors are easy to identify: Social-
service costs have increased; healthcare and insurance
costs have increased; infrastructure costs are relatively
fixed. In fact overall education costs as a percentage of
the state’s economy have actually NOT significantly
increased, but divided by a smaller number of pupils,
the per-pupil ratio
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looks like it’s “out of control.”

That characterization is far from the true state of school
funding. Nevertheless, budget hawks use it to push for
higher student-teacher ratios, fewer student aides,

and constant cost-cutting — and still honor the noble
calling to be mentors to their students.

Teachers and parents are raising the next generation. It
is the greatest responsibility and the greatest
contribution there is to building community. Let’s not
shortchange them.

Response to Scott Beck (Caledonian-Record, Sept.
15) I intend to campaign and, if elected, to serve with
honor and respect for those who agree with me as well
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district consolidation and statewide health insurance
contracts.

Some of these ideas may merit discussion. But in my
view they come from a position that is out of balance.
They proceed from a penny-wise, pound-foolish focus
on “inputs” (funding) instead of “outputs” (well
rounded students).

A more balanced approach recognizes that to attract
and retain young families we need to offer the promise
of exemplary educational opportunities for their
children.

A more balanced approach invests in a variety of
educational opportunities, starting with public schools
but also including independent schools, early
education, and post-secondary college and vocational
schools.

A more balanced approach considers that education
investments pay dividends not only for the individual
student, but also for the community. They help build a
better workforce. They help build connection. They
help avoid future social-service costs resulting from the
inability to find one’s place in society and the ills that
entails — idleness, self-medication with drugs, even
crime. We are better off investing in education than
incarceration.

Finally, a more balanced approach also attracts the best
and most motivated teachers. Hats off to those who
manage to cope with standardized testing, larger
classrooms, more challenging students,

as those who don’t. But I will not be hectored or
misrepresented in public or in private.

In point of fact, Scott Beck and his partisans
shamelessly twisted my willingness to discuss a carbon
tax, in the context of tax reform and the looming
climate crisis, as my “central issue.” It was not my
central issue; it was Scott Beck’s central weapon.

Scott Beck’s readiness to demagogue this issue is
exactly the craven attitude that has resulted in 30 years’
delay and put civilization in peril within our children’s
lifetime. See New York Times Magazine, Aug. 1, 2018,
“Losing Earth: The Decade We Almost Stopped
Climate Change”, by Nathaniel Rich,
https://www.nytimes.com/
interactive/2018/08/01/magazine/ climate-change-
losing-earth.html.

I will discuss the climate crisis further in a future
column. My positions on other issues are no secret and
are available on my website,
CampbellForVermont.com.

Scott Campbell, of St. Johnsbury, is a Democrat
seeking election to the Vermont House of
Representatives. Also seeking election are fellow
Democrat Jane Pompeo and Repubicans Brendan
Hughes and Rep. Scott Beck.
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