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RALEIGH – A thought occurred to me as I was
traveling through the North Carolina Piedmont re-
cently. The notion didn’t have to do with my location
but was instead prompted by the lecture I was listen-
ing to on the way. 

It was one of an excellent series on the world’s po-
litical hot spots issued by a company called Knowl-
edge Products. Part history, part current affairs,
these productions were an excellent introduction to
unfamiliar places and a good refresher on familiar
ones. 

Listening to the lecture on the history of Central
Europe got me thinking about Germany’s role in the
rise of totalitarianism. It didn’t start with the Nazis in
the 1920s. The seeds were planted decades before, in
London of all places. There, German expatriates Karl
Marx and Friedrich Engels gave the European social-
ist movements of the 19th century a harder and more
revolutionary edge with their publication of “The
Communist Manifesto” and other works. 

The spread of Marxism prompted a reaction from
threatened elites and European intellectuals who
tried to articulate a “Third Way” between commu-
nism and capitalism. Their efforts resulted in Otto
von Bismarck’s welfare state and copycat quasi-so-
cialist legislation in France, Britain, Scandinavia,
and South America. (American populism and pro-
gressivism at the turn of the century were relatively
moderate reflections of this worldwide revolution in
ideas; it took war and depression to pave the way for
true social-democratic legislation in the U.S.) 

Later, post-World War I socialists such as Mussoli-
ni and Hitler married their totalitarian economics
with national (Italy) or racial (Germany) appeals to
create fascism. 

Both Marxism and fascism were then exported
from Europe into the Third World, where regimes as
disparate as Peron in Argentina, the strongman
states of liberated Africa, Chinese Communists, and
the Khmer Rouge in Cambodia all adapted collectiv-
ist ideologies to their own nefarious ends. 

What’s my point? The ensuing regimes weren’t
simply glorified kleptocracies. They weren’t just new
versions of the old-style despotisms of hereditary
kings and nomadic khans who’d ruled over most of
the globe for most of human history. These were
ideological states where millions of people were per-
suaded to embrace and act on ideas that were, at
their heart, evil. 

The results were destitution, destruction, and
death. Tens of millions of deaths — of civilians at the
instigation of their leaders, not counting deaths of
combatants in wartime. 

I say all of this to make a point about ideas. Con-
servatives like to quote North Carolina native Rich-
ard Weaver’s observation that “ideas have conse-
quences.” 

The phrase is intended as a rebuttal to those, often
firmly ensconced in the Neverland of academia, who
see history as merely the unfolding of class conflicts
or other impersonal forces. 

Ideas are powerful. They change minds and moti-
vate behavior. They are also potentially dangerous.
To take ideas seriously in an academic context
should be to examine them thoroughly, to seek real
understanding by considering alternative explana-
tions and competing points of view. Provocation is
not the goal. Mere familiarity is not the goal. During
much of the 20th century, elites from around the
world sent their children to Paris to study at “univer-
sities” that consisted of little more than indoctrina-
tion factories for the fashionable socialist ideologies
of the day. These students learned all right. They
learned just enough of this rot to go home and try it
out on their countrymen, many of whom suffered
and starved and died. 

By all means, young people should study influen-
tial ideas. They should study evil ideas. I certainly
believe students should read The Communist Mani-
festo. But they should also read selections from per-
ceptive critiques of totalitarianism such as Thomas
Sowell’s masterful book “Marxism and Karl Popper’s
The Open Society and Its Enemies.” With these
works under their belts, students can view modern
history’s pageant of tragedies with clearer eyes. 

This is an example of taking ideas seriously. And
seriousness is what they deserve. Never let anyone
suggest that a book can’t be dangerous. Millions of
ghosts would beg to differ. 

John Hood is a John Locke Foundation board
member. His latest books, Mountain Folk and Forest
Folk, combine epic fantasy with early American his-
tory (FolkloreCycle.com).
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Support adequate funding for public
education and oppose school vouchers

To the Editor: The League of Women Voters is a
non-partisan organization focusing on voter educa-
tion and services and engaging voters of all ages in
participatory democracy. We advocate on issues we
have thoroughly studied or that have been studied by
the state or national League. We have studied the is-
sue of vouchers and adequate funding at the state and
national level and we oppose the use of public monies
to fund private schools through vouchers. We oppose
HB 823 and SB 406, currently before the NC Legisla-
ture. These bills, if passed in their current format, will
distribute up to $7,000 per student in the form of “Op-
portunity Scholarships.” These monies will come
from the budgets of local school districts. The Office
of Management and Budget estimates that Hender-
son County Public Schools would lose $2 million dol-
lars. Polk County would lose $120,000 and Transylva-
nia would lose $557,000.

Opportunity Scholarships are not means tested.
They are available to all without consideration for pa-
rental income. A very wealthy individual would be eli-
gible as would a poor one. In addition, private schools
have virtually no accountability requirements.

Public schools must offer a curriculum which
meets or exceeds state academic standards and must
publish that curriculum. They must employ certified
teachers. All employees must undergo a background
check. Public schools must publish teacher qualifica-
tions, anonymously of course. They must publish
their sources of funding and what percentage of their
funds go directly to the classroom. They are reviewed
and assessed regularly as are their students who must
pass state standardized tests annually.

Private schools have none of these requirements.
They may refuse admittance to any student and do
not have to account for any students outcomes.

This diversion of public education funds would
come at a time when funding for public education in

North Carolina is at an all time low, North Carolina is
now 50th out of the 50 states in the nation in funding
for public schools. Teacher salaries are $12,000 below
the national average. 

Statewide there are now 5,000 teacher vacancies
and the number is growing. Both the Senate and
House appropriations bills are woefully inadequate in
addressing these needs. North Carolina public educa-
tion is in crisis. We encourage citizens to support ade-
quate funding for public education and oppose school
vouchers.

Brenda Sherrer, PresidentHenderson County
League of Women Voters

Use our tax dollars to fund public schools

To the Editor: Governor Cooper was right on when
he said, “It’s clear that the Republican legislature is
aiming to choke the life out of public education…” But
when he added, “This is an intentional slap in the face
of teachers,” Cooper didn’t go far enough. It’s not only
a slap in the face to teachers but also to parents, stu-
dents, and every single North Carolinian.

The budget bill passed by the NC Senate, which
slashes taxes for the rich, and supported by WNC Sen-
ator Tim Moffitt, includes millions of dollars to pay for
unaccountable private schools while providing public
school teachers with a measly raise of $250 over two
years.

Along with public safety, there is no more impor-
tant civic function than providing for the education of
all of our residents. While historically some families
have chosen to educate their children in private
schools, the vast majority of us have depended on
public schools as a first-rate education available to all.

Do you really want your tax dollars paying for pri-
vate schools that can teach whatever they want with
no oversight? Tell Moffitt his bill is an insult to all
North Carolinians. Use our tax dollars to fund public
schools.

Rachel Poller, Hendersonville

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

Public education is the most important function of
state government and we spend more tax dollars on
education than any other budget item. Given those
two facts, a reasonable person would assume that ev-
eryone in our state, especially our legislators, would be
doing everything humanly possible to excel in educat-
ing our young….all of them.

As John Adams, our second president said, “Facts
are stubborn things and whatever may be our wishes,
our inclinations, or the dictates of our passions, they
cannot alter the state of facts and evidence.” The stub-
born facts are that our GOP legislature is diverting
more energy, funding and emphasis into charters and
private schools, while diminishing traditional schools.

I single out Republicans because they control our
legislature. However, I also point out I don’t hear Dem-
ocrats loudly and vocally opposing these efforts.

Student performance is not what we want and ex-
pect and, since the teacher is the single most impor-
tant person in education, many want to blame them,
especially what the right calls the “teacher’s union,”
NCAE. They scream NCAE is too protective of under-
performing teachers, but only 18 percent of our teach-
ers are NCAE members, so it can’t be the reason we’re
not succeeding.

While on the subject, I don’t hear many of any stripe
standing up to support our teachers when students re-
fuse to behave, when governments (legislators !!!) in-
terfere with the education process or when parents
treat teachers little better than servants. I would like to
hear more from teachers, but they are far too quiet be-
cause they fear for their jobs.

Here’s another indisputable fact: When it comes to
public education, the playing field is far from level.

We allowed charter schools to open in the late ‘90s
and have greatly increased their numbers. These char-
ters have much more flexibility and fewer constraints
than traditional public schools. For instance, charters
have more freedom in hiring teachers, don’t face the
same facility requirements, enjoy fewer curriculum re-
quirements, more leeway to discipline or expel stu-
dents and greater calendar flexibility. They aren’t re-
quired to have cafeterias or transportation for stu-
dents, a huge factor for parents in choosing where their
child attends school. Perhaps that explains why 61 per-
cent of more of those attending charters are white.

But the single biggest advantage is that charters can
pick and choose who they accept in their schools.
While state law says student makeup should reflect
county demographics, it isn’t strictly enforced. Char-
ters don’t have the same remediation, medical or spe-
cial needs requirements, especially federal dictates.
Finally, charters have added yet another level of ad-
ministrative bureaucracy we are paying for. And, with
all these advantages, charter school performance out-
comes are somewhat better than traditional schools,
but not dramatically.

Comparing traditional public schools or “district
schools,” (as those on the right prefer to call them) with

charters is like comparing apples to elephants.
For years, Republicans touted school vouchers, say-

ing parents should have the right to choose where their
children go to school. In 2014, the Republican-led legis-
lature introduced “opportunity scholarships,” vouch-
ers for low-income parents to send their student to pri-
vate schools. The voucher wasn’t enough to pay tuition
in most private schools, so lawmakers increased the
amount to $6,500 per year. The Assembly appropriat-
ed $500,000 to Parents for Educational Freedom, a Re-
publican-aligned group, for a marketing effort to boost
enrollments.

We knew where this was headed. We currently ex-
pend some $133 million for 25,000 children to attend
private schools and now Republican leadership wants
to offer vouchers to every child, with the voucher
amount determined by family income.

If the playing field between charters and traditional
schools is unlevel, the private school slopes almost 180
degrees. Privates have all the benefits of charters with
even fewer restrictions and state oversight. For exam-
ple, you cannot teach the 10 Commandments in public
schools, but private schools regularly include religious
instruction in their curriculum.

North Carolina law requires every child of school
age to attend school and traditional public schools
must accept any and all. Judicial verdicts have result-
ed in the requirement that most every student be
mainstreamed, meaning traditional schools cannot
segregate students by achievement levels, language
levels, emotional, behavioral, income or other discrim-
inants. The traditional school classroom is a mixture of
have high achievers, those who aren’t, some who
speak English well, others who don’t, and most all va-
rieties of special needs.

The justification for advocating charters and pri-
vate schools is that competition will make all schools
better. That is a bald-faced lie! It’s a shell game, be-
cause the competition isn’t fair.

What will happen if we stay on the current trajec-
tory destroying traditional schools? More students,
predominantly white, will leave traditional schools
and fewer and fewer dollars will be available to support
them. In time, traditional schools will end up with low-
er performing and higher needs students. Lower test
scores and student performance will result with in-
creased demands. We will have gutted our traditional
schools and the guarantee of every child having access
to a sound basic education.

Many scoffed when Governor Cooper declared a
state of emergency for public education, claiming he
was overdramatizing or grandstanding. I believe he
was trying to get our attention, forcing us to focus on a
very real threat.

Most of us are products of public schools. What
would have happened if our parent’s generation decid-
ed it wasn’t important? We cannot shirk our obligation
to our children’s future and neither can we destroy tra-
ditional public schools. All schools who take state or
federal tax dollars should operate with the same rules
and regulations.

Tom Campbell is a Hall of Fame North Carolina
Broadcaster and columnist who has covered North
Carolina public policy issues since 1965. His weekly
half-hour TV program, NC SPIN aired for 22 1⁄2 years.
Contact him at tomcamp@carolinabroadcast-
ing.com.
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