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Give Mayor Duffy achance to improve thecit 'sSC ools
 
M

ore than two years ago , the Roch­
ester Bu siness All iance proposed 
a commun ity discussion about city 

gov ernment oversight of the Rochest er 
City School District. 

Now that the debate has been reopened, 
it's time to re-examin e the business case for 
city oversight-and to support Mayor Rob­
ert Duffy ' s proposal to make it a reality. 

This issue is commonly des crib ed as 
"mayora l control ," but that term is mislead­
ing. Curriculum decisions and control of 
day-to-day operations rest with the superin­
tendent of schoo ls. The current superinten­
dent, Jean-Claude Brizard, has earned high 
marks for his expertise, energy and innova­
tive ideas to improve school performance . 

The question is whether Superintendent 
Brizard should report to a seven-member 
school board or to the ci ty' s top elec ted 
official. We think the proposed change 
to mayoral oversig ht earns four A' s-for 
accountability, adm inistrative effici ency , 
academic results and action. 

Acco untab ili ty: We support Mayor 
Duffy's pl edge to make significant im­
provements in stud ent att endance, test 
scores and graduation rates within afive­
year pilot period, and to discontinue the 
change if it doesn't deliver results. But the 
benefit of mayoral ove rsight would not be 
confined to the current mayor. 

The school superintend ent will be more 
accountable when he or she reports to an 
individual instead of a commi ttee . Simi ­
larly, the mayor is the city's most account­
able leader, held responsible by voters and 
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by media scrutiny for every aspect ofgov­
ernment performance. In questions of pub­
lic safety and eco nomic deve lopment, the 
buck stops at City Hal l. Why shou ldn't 
that ho ld true for city education, whi ch is 
closely linked to both issues? 

There 's also an issue of financ ial ac­
countabi lity. The mayor is responsib le for 
the city budget but is requ ired by state law 
to provide $119 million annually-roughly 
three-fourths of the city tax levy-to the 
school district. Aligning accountabili ty 
for school spending with the official di­
rectly responsible for city financ es would 
improve accountability. 

Ad ministrative efficiency and exper­
tise : The school distr ict has its own depart­
ments for purchasing, facil ities mana ge­
ment, transportation and many other op­
erations, which duplicate city government 
functions. Making the district a department 
of city government wou ld give the mayor 
authority to reduce dupli cation and ensure 
more efficie nt use of resources . 

Another reason to support city oversight 
is that city government has the in-house ex­
pertise and experience that an elected board 

might not have for reviewing complex bud­
gets, major construction proposals and other 
challenging administrative projects. 

The recen tly reported state comptrol­
ler's audit of RCSD finances emphasized 
this point. As one news report described, 
the audit "paints a portrait of a complacent 
board reluctant to question the authority of 
district superintendents between July 2002 
and September 2008 , some of whom ran 
roughshod over board poli cies or explo ited 
loopholes at taxpayer's expe nse ." 

Aca de mic ac hieve ment: While the fi­
nancial conc erns are compelling, the need 
to improve academic achievement is the 
most important reason to support a change 
in city school oversight. 

Student performance is the bottom-line 
measure of a schoo l district. And whether 
we look at gradua tion rates, test scores or 
absenteeism, the performance of Rochester 
stud ents has been too low for too long. 

A chie f argument of opponents of may ­
oral control is that graduation rates have 
increased over three years, from 38 per­
cent to a bit more than 50 percent. But 10­
eal experts say the rate appears to be de­
clining again, and even if it holds steady, 
graduating only half of our city's students 
is simply not good enough. 

Stat istics reported from a Decemb er 
board me eting suggest that Rochester's 
ranking for the academic performance of 
black males in city schools is among the 
10 lowest in the country. 

Th e problems facing city schools and 
their students are immense. We should 

have no illu sions that shifting to mayoral 
oversight will be a quick fix. But among 
the "Big 5" urban districts in our state, 
New York City-the one distr ict with city 
government ove rsight-has the highes t 
graduation rates and the best math and lit­
era cy achievement scor es. 

Mayor al oversight has made a positive 
differenc e in doz ens of oth er cities na­
tionwide, as documented in the book "The 
Edu cation Mayor: Improving America 's 
Schools " by Ken Won g. A key finding 
is that the change in oversight espec ially 
helps the schools and s tudent groups that 
trad itionally were among the lowest per­
form ers in the district. 

Action: The need to make real changes, 
quickly, is a final reason to support the shift 
to mayoral oversight. Mayor Duffy wants to 
create "ch ildren 's zones" in school s, using 
them as neighborhood center s that support 
city students all day long and year-round. 
Superintendent Brizard 's strategic plan calls 
for closing schools that don 't perform well 
and for trying new school model s that are 
working elsewhere. These changes are less 
likely to happen under a separate school 
board than within city government, 

Our community cannot prosper without 
a strong city at its center, and our city will 
not be strong unl ess its schools improve. 
The old system hasn't been working for a 
long time . It ' s time to give mayoral over­
sight a try . 

Sandy Parker is president and CEO of 
the Rochester Business Alliance. She can 
be reached at Sanc!yP@RBAlliance.com. 
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