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SCHOOL REGIONALISM

An issue of great magnitude that surfaced during class discussion was schools and their place in the regional process.  During the course of the semester community leaders, professionals and others talked about the positives of regional governance.  Speakers almost seemed to glow as they explained the value of cooperative capital costs, revenue sharing, reduction of expenditures and other dollar saving opportunities.  School district regionalism triggered a pause in the enthusiasm.  It has since been defined as a “sacred cow”, in our class rhetoric.  


Is this a discussion for a city or regional planner and how can a planner impact the decision-making process?  These questions are extremely volatile and an ill-spoken word may cause a cataclysmic reaction.  This topic will be an issue of contention until a firm decision is made.


As stated in the American Institute of Certified Planners Code of Ethics, it is the “…planning profession’s special responsibility to serve the public interest.”1   Interpretation of the ‘public interest’ may result in planners toeing a narrow line with numerous obstacles.  The duality of the planner’s ethical position may place them at odds with a staunch ally or align them with a proven adversary.  School regionalism will be no exception and requires the complete skill set of the planning professional to effectively work in the process.


The school regionalism issue is debated on many levels and it is incumbent upon the planner to identify arguments.  To clarify the arguments visualize them on a coordinate plane, (fig.1): 



Though not exhaustive this is a basic overview of some of the major arguments involved in the regionalism process.   The arguments are coded by color and coordinate location points.  The upper left and the lower right quadrants represent areas of discussion that are difficult but negotiable and with the right approach, maybe agreeable.  Reductions in labor, building closings and operational cutbacks unfortunately are normal occurrences in the education process.  The upper right quadrant is coded by the green color and a positive coordinate because the broader community may agree upon these issues.  These changes are somewhat in-personal and yield benefits without direct impacts.  Finally the lower left quadrant coded by red and the negative coordinate point indicates issues that are substantial barriers to the goal of regionalizing schools.  Segregation, poor school achievement, safety and community control are value-based issues that have an immediate impact and change on the education process.  


There are a number of challenges in this process, however is it the planner’s goal to influence the outcome of the process or to provide a fair and open forum for discussion about the issues as it relates to public interest?  The planner’s role in this situation should be an information specialist.  Through research and networks the planner must present the facts of the plan, the vision of leadership and the concerns of the citizenry.   The purpose of the planner is to facilitate discussions, ideas and facts rather than guiding the process.  This approach would be representative of AICP code #4: “A planner must strive to provide full clear and accurate information on planning issues to citizens and governmental decision-makers.”2   The AICP Code of Ethics seems to encourage an objective approach and dialogue for issues similar to school regionalism.  The reiteration of informing and serving the public good ethically supports the planner’s search for an equitable process.  


School regional governance is a difficult argument.  In past years debates have raged over funding, safety and charter schools but school regionalism brings ugly realities and perceptions to the forefront of discussion.  Race, class, religious and other detractors are large impediments to growth and understanding in our communities.  Another big inhibitor is fear of change.  


To breakdown these barriers in the process there will need to be an honest conversation about fears and hopes.  As a planner, I would seek an audience with the fearless people in our community to get their opinions.  The fearless people are kids.  Students love to participate in community dialogue with different students, (especially if it gets them out of school.)  They will discuss serious topics and remember the concepts.  They will also be voters, taxpayers and decision-makers in a span of 10 years.  Hopefully the discussion will filter out their concern with the process.    


After the youth process is implemented a dialogue should be created with their parents and other community stakeholders.  The priority for this group is to get the gripe session completed.  Strong opinions and outspoken individuals need to be heard early in the process.  This group is going to need therapy so patience and a good sense of humor will support the process.  When the negative energy has been drained from the group the youth perspective will be presented.  Adult reaction may create a cohesive response that may differ from the youth but will create consolidation.  This argument consolidation must take place with all participant groups.  Once this has been completed a clearinghouse of arguments and information can be established and accessed by the wider community.  


Ease of access to information and a proliferation of dialogue on the topic of school governance will raise awareness.  Though ethically sound by providing a wealth of information to the general public, a planner will be ask to make a recommendation on the process.  This is where the AICP codes offer little solace for the planning practitioner.  Code #2 under the Planner Client Responsibility section states:  “A planner must accept the decisions of a client or employer concerning the objectives and nature of the professional services to be performed unless the course of action to be pursued involves conduct which is illegal or inconsistent with the planner’s primary obligation to the public interest.”3   The outcomes of decisions in the best-case scenarios are made objectively and with facts.  Hopefully it is the outcomes of the decision making process will prove the planner is valuable and wise person.
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