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OPINION

Forstmann’s Not So Little Idea

of grown ups, and no doubt the tr

Bat is the single most

frustrating  issue in

American polities? The
deticit? Nah. Entitlement reform?
A cakewalk. The  Republican
Party's presidential nominee? A
dav in the park, 'S this: Reform-
ing the nation's failing imer-city

gy schools
ﬁ?‘ When i 1996
_‘b d  Ted Forstmann
Lo § started the Chil-
dren's  Scholar-
ship Fund with
John Walton, he
thought 1t was a

A

WONDER

CAND ;

.Ll‘s‘v\f?alﬁi?i good idea  that

P might ast about
& four years. The

short versiem of the good idea was
that CSF would raise private funds
(o szive scholarships 1o inner-city
students, whose  parents  also
would contribute money toward
tuition at a private school of their
choice. The notinon was that CSF
would offer a helping hand until
Jarger reforms cmerged to repair
an-obvioush falmg public educa-
LI SySLem,

The fund atiracted a ot ol
attenon  then because led
Forstmann, o tounder of te Forst:
mann, Little & Coo leveraged-
buyeut firm, and John Walton,
whose father wias Sam Walton,
between thent put $100 aullion be-
hind the effort and raised another
S100 millhien, For those who've
been in the trenches of education
reform, what happened nest has
entered the realm of legend.

An abmost ancomprehensible
125 mithon famdbes from some
22,000 L8, cities and towns ap-
phied for the douryear scholar
ships, dn New York City, 168000
applied tabout 200 of those eligi-
ilen for 2,500 scholarships, Nus
were ey secking a free ride. The
sthotirstnps were typically for less
Thin $2:000 o vear, with the par-
ks expected 1o piteh in perhaps
half of that,

£ annoynesnent day, the tund
awardled 40,000 scholarships. And
Ted Forstmann Lok the occasion
tosay inpublicwhat hewanted 1o
sav aboul the state-of education in
the United States, circa 14999

“Seme nsist that 1f we would
Just keep doing more of what we
have beer doing - wpend  mare
money, hire more teachers and
reduce class sizen--we will et
Adfferent resuts o dont believe
Dl syinore,”

He s one more thing that

Children's Scholarship Fund co-founder Ted Forstmann

day worth recalling. It was about
the $1,000 or sv each scholarship
family was kicking in: “Consider
that $1.000 over four years from
the parents of 1.25 million chil-
dren adds up 10 $5 billion, Five
billion dollars from families who
have wvery little. Five billion in
serimping and savings, in second
Jubs and second-hand clothes, in
basic necessities not bought, and
countless other sacrifices made--
simply 1o escape the system that
they ve been relegated to and to
obtain a decent education for
their children.”

My, Forstmann thought the fail-
wre of the education status quo was
soabvious and the need for change
so dire the called it “an appeal 1o
the moral middle of Amenca™) that
change of some sort would come
s00n 1o American public education,
Needless 10 say, he was wrong.
Change did not come to public, in-
ner-city education. The teachers
unions won’t allow it, and the pels
inthe party they support value in-
cumbency’s power more than any-
one’s notion of a moral crisis.

Messrs. Forstmann and Wallon
persisted with their notion of re-
forn. Theres an old saw about
commitiment that | like, especially
when money is on the line: in for
a mickel, infor adime. To date, the
Children's Scholarship Fund has
raised $483 million. #t has dis-
bursed scholarships to 123,000
students, It has affiliate programs
n 33 states, which now adminis-
ter the program on telr own,

The imperative to be current
reguires that we interrupl this

rare, good-news story to admit
unsavory political issues. It has
become difficult not to notice that
the current American presiclent is
never so enerpized as when he s
traveling the land denouncing
“millionatres and hillionaires.” We
are instructed to believe that the
1% are pillaging the 99%. Which is
to say we are going Lo get a presi-
dential election rooted in well-fer-
nlized animosities of class and
party. By contrast, Messrs. Forst-
mann and Walton (who died in
2005} concluded back then that
percentage anc party could be put
1o more productive use.

fter raising the ante on
school reform with their own
$100 millien tor the scholar-
ships, the two men recruited a -
partisan array ol backers, such as
Democrats  Andrew  Young, Eli
Broacl, Pat Moynihan, Tom Daschle,
John Breaux, Ron Burkle and Floyd
Flake; and Republicans Trent Lott,
Henry Kissinger, Julian Robertson,
George Shultz and Roger Staubach.
My Forstmann's carrent vice-chair
tor the fund is Mike McCurry, a for-
mer press secretary for President
Bill Climon. Measure this political
alliance against the enormous diffi-
culty the past three years of getting
Congress to reinstate the Washing-
ton, D.C., Opportunity Scholarship
Program. It did s0 in April.
Bipartisan philanthropy is of
course traditional in the U.S., where
more than $200 billion is given an-
nually by individuals to keep cul-
tural, educational and medical m-
stitutions eperating. This is a world

dition of hipartisan support will
continue, no matter how much il
ficution is unfoided on thewrs m the
next 12 months.

Mr. Farstimann has long araucd
that all the money dumped into
publie education budgets misses
the clement mast crucial to the
schools' suecess: active parental ine
volvement. His solution to getting
them in the same s been reguire
ing the parents 1o contribute be-
tween 25% and 75 of the schakar
ship award, based on need. That's
it. The parents can pick any private
school  they  desire. Many  po
siraight 1o neighborhood parechial
schaols, onee the sturdy adiunet to
many urban public systems. Asked
how they assure the quality of the
choices, Scholarship Fund Presi-
dent Darla Romta says, “We don't
doeide what s a good school; they
do! And if they dow't like that
school, they're free to switch the
scholarship to another.

This is the point ot which the
ubligatory “outcomes” data is nor-
mallv inserted. At firsy CSE dien't
v to muasure rosults because
they dicw't expect to be in busy
ness this long. They do have
strong evaluation resubts now, but
here's an editorial comment: If the
choiee 1€ botween strong parentad
involvement and nearly no paren-
tal involvement, the data i favor
of involved parents came in about
200,000 years ago.

Some time back, in an essay on
the entreprenew’s sucial role, Mr.
Forstimann wrote, "He mhabits a
world where belief precedes re-
sults.” For vears, no more frustrat-
ing beliel has existed in American
domestic politics than the possi-
hility of giving inner-city children
a hetter education, Awainst the
public-school monopoly, sustained
forward movement has seemed
impossible. That may be chanuing.
This vear at least 13 states passed
some form of school-choice logis-
lation. Notably, Indiana’s new
voucher program is letting parents
use public funds this fall to send
thetr children to private, mostly
religious, schools.

We live in bitter and divided
political times, with optimism in
short supply. It is somehow fitting
that an idea Ted Forstmann and
John walton put in motion 12
vears ago just had o hreakou
vear. sometimes, belief really does
produce results.
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