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Part 1:
Behind the Scenes of Public School Spending and Budgets: With Willie Deutsch
[00:00 to 19:02]

ADAMS: Our guest today is Willie Deutsch. He was elected to the Prince William County
school board in 2015 and served for four years. He was the youngest elected
official in Virginia when he was elected at the age of 25.

He worked hard to engage the public and keep them informed. He worked as a
budget hawk to push money into the classroom [00:30] and save money through
more efficient spending. So it’s a delight to have Willie with us today…

DEUTSCH: Good to be here.

ADAMS: ...and excited to pick your brain a little bit from your own experience in public
education, and so let’s just dive right in here. Tell us about the school district that
you served as a board member at, and what caused you to decide to run and
serve?

DEUTSCH: Sure! So Prince William County is the second largest [01:00] school division in
Virginia. It makes the top 100 list in the country. It has about 90,000 students,
about 1,100 employees and 100 schools.

So it’s fairly sizable… over a billion dollar budget. A lot of decisions are
happening there. We had a lot of issues with wasteful spending and kind of a
non-responsive administration that wasn’t [01:30] listening as much to the
parents and the community as a lot of people would desire.

And so in the middle of a lot of those issues—one of the couple of sparks that
really got the community’s attention… we ended up building the most expensive
highschool in the state and we ended up building an olympic-sized swimming
pool on top of it at the high school.
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So people [02:00] were more interested in money actually going to the classroom
to help with education than fancy, beautiful building projects. And so I ran for the
school board in 2015—served from January, 2016 through the end of 2019—so
one four year term.

We thought we had a chance of having a majority board that was interested in
[02:30] being fiscally responsible and listening to the community. We came up a
little short. Lost a race that we should have won. One person ended up not
running for re-election that we hoped would. But, I had a fun time on the board
for four years.

ADAMS: Great! Well, it sounds like you were part of a pretty good-sized machine there. So
let’s dig into [03:00] a little bit more stuff that maybe will help us understand
some of your philosophy of the education system and the different roles involved.
What do you believe the leading role of a teacher should be?

DEUTSCH: Well, we’ve got all kinds of student achievement that we’ve gotta happen,
whether it’s reading, writing, ‘rithmetic [03:30] and SOLs, workforce prep…

So there’s a lotta work that happens there. And up here in Prince William County
we have some of the largest class sizes in the entire state. And so you get a lot of
teachers with a ton of students and they definitely have their work cut out for
them.

ADAMS: So what would you say are maybe the biggest challenges that they have in today’s
culture?

DEUTSCH: I think a combination of… [04:00] we have very large class sizes—makes it
difficult to give full attention to students. And then also just parents add a weird
dynamic between not taking charge of their own students and making sure that
they’re doing their homework or disciplined and having a level of respect. And so
it creates a lot for teachers to try and stay on top of. [04:30]

ADAMS: Yeah, that is for sure. Again, you know, you aren’t a teacher I don’t believe, but
you’ve worked with teachers. And if there was one thing that most teachers would
wish for—I’m sure you’ve talked to a lot of them while you served—what do you
think that would be and why?



DEUTSCH: I think [05:00] two things: I think smaller class sizes: let’s them give more
individualized attention to students. And principals and administration that will
respect and support them… you know, understand what they’re going through and
give them respect, support… listen to them when they’re (unintelligible - 05:23).

ADAMS: Yeah, I think that’s probably a typical work-place thing, isn’t it? Yeah. [05:30]

DEUTSCH: Yeah.

ADAMS: Absolutely. Well, since you brought up administration let’s talk about
administration. What do you think the leading role of a school administrator is or
should be?

DEUTSCH: Well, you can have two levels of administrators. You’ve got central office
administration, the superintendent and his staff, and department heads, etc…and
then you’ve got principals.

Principals tend to do a better job of being right on the front line, [06:00] of
listening to parents. They’ve got to interact with students and parents every single
day…  and so if you’re creating friction as a principal, in terms of your local
community that you’re... with your school… that’s going to come to a head pretty
darn fast.

People are going to get upset and they’re going to get worked up. So it’s always
important but I think it’s something that’s a little more [06:30] innately built into
the role of the principle. They’ve also got to make the tough decisions with that
particular school’s budget or maybe decisions that different groups are pushing
them on. They just got to make a call on that.

The central office administration… they’re supposed to be there to support all the
rest of [07:00] the actual education that’s going on down below. What often
happens is there’s kind of a belief on their end that they know best, and also a
belief that adding more centralized programs and administration will help them
through things.

And so on their end, one of the challenges we had a lot was [07:30] central
administration actually coming to the public and being willing to listen to them
before they had actually made the decision.



Very often it was, “We’ve made a decision, now we’re going to the town halls so
we can basically explain to everybody why our decision we already made is the
right one and you need to come along with us.” And then the public gets sick of
that pretty fast.

So they’re truly listening to the public, being transparent about [08:00] data and
why you’re making decisions and making sure that the support is really getting
out into the schools and… (unintelligible - 08:12)

ADAMS: Where is that balance between the education community, whether they’re
administrators or teachers and parents or the community—you hear a lot of this
[08:30] these days in some of the conflicts that are going on. It’s like, “Well, we
are the professionals and we know what’s going on and we know what’s best and
so we’re going to make these decisions.” Talk about that a little bit.

DEUTSCH: At the end of the day, it’s parents that know their students best and are most
responsible to make sure their kids succeed. They’re going to know what cultures,
[09:00] what classes, you know, what things make their kids succeed.

And so parents have to be listened to and taken seriously and not basically told to
shut up, listen and go along. Because they’re the ones who are raising that kid
year-to-year-to-year, they’re the ones who live with them everyday, they’re the
ones who want to see them [09:30] succeed and become awesome adults and
(unintelligible - 09:34) later down the road.

ADAMS: Yeah. They definitely have the most vested interest in the child.

DEUTSCH: Yeah and you know, an education community that’s just… and you know, you get
different educators, different administrators that end up being on different sides of
it, but when they’re like, “We’ve been professional educators for 10 years, we
know best.” [10:00] … Gotta listen and work with parents.

ADAMS: So I think the idea there is really, okay, if you know best—then it’s like everything
else—then explain it to us until we understand it as well as you do and can
support it. And if that can happen, then the parents get behind it and things move
forward. But if not, then I guess it kinda goes back to the old saying [10:30] the
customer’s always right. And in this case it’s the parents who are the customers.

DEUTSCH: Right, you have to be...no matter how much you believe you’re right, you have to
be willing to listen to work with parents. And some people do a great job and



some people—you know, in the back of their mind—think it’s a waste of time.
But you’ve got to be willing to listen more to parents.

ADAMS: Yeah, that’s for sure. So speaking of listening to parents, let’s shift to school
boards [11:00] because the news has been interesting these days and… let’s kinda
keep tapping into your own experience, but what about school boards: what is
their proper role in the education of our children?

DEUTSCH: Yeah, so I think there are two kinds of dividing lines in terms of types of school
board members. It’s school board members who essentially rubber-stamp and go
along with the administration and school board members [11:30] who understand
that they were elected by the community and are willing to stand up and represent
the community.

In Prince William County—and it’s probably pretty similar in most
jurisdictions—about 53% of property tax dollars go to the school system. So
whether somebody has a student in the school system or doesn’t, everybody has
financial-vested interest in having quality schools [12:00] and making sure that
they’re run well and that they're not wasting the money that’s being sent to them.

So school board members are elected by the public, so they should stand up for
the public. That means they’ve got to be out there listening to the communities,
they’ve gotta be out there being proactive.

But if you’re just going to default and go along with whatever presentations
[12:30] or programs the superintendent wants, then you really shouldn’t be an
elected school board member.

ADAMS: Let me circle back to something you stated. You said there in Prince William
County, about 53% of the property tax from the state went into the school system.
As I have studied this, I think that’s pretty much—well, let me put it this way:
[13:00] it’s an almost universal truth or fact that the majority (even the majority
of a county or a city’s budget) goes to the school system.

DEUTSCH: Yes.

ADAMS: I’ve seen some places way up… like 3/4s almost of a budget for all county and
local services [13:30] goes directly into education, so that is huge. I think most
people don’t understand actually how much money gets pumped into our
educational system.



DEUTSCH: Yeah. And you’ve got well over a majority from jurisdictions plus it’s a huge
state-financial investment. The irony becomes that we probably get the most
regulations from the federal government. [14:00] We probably—maybe get 5-7%
from the feds.

ADAMS: Yep, that’s right.

DEUTSCH: So they get a very tiny percentage, financially, but regulate the heck out of
schools.

ADAMS: Yeah, that is so true. Alright so talking about—back to school boards: what are
their greatest challenges? What was your greatest challenge on the board as you
were serving?

DEUTSCH: The school board is an interesting [14:30] position because you’re sort of a
legislative, elected official, but not quite. So you have to, A) if you’re on the
school board be focused on policy (unintelligible - 14:50). Like that’s what you’re
doing.

If you’re a former teacher or someone who would make a great school board
member, you’ve got to get up to speed on [15:00] policy and budgets. Because
you’re dealing with the macro policy issues for a school, right? What affects
every school?  Across the country? You’re not coming up with bookwise
classroom solutions—that’s all [the] principal (unintelligible -15:16).

ADAMS: Yep.

DEUSTCH: So A) you’re dealing with all the macro things. But you’re passing policies that
sometimes may be at odds with what the administration wants, [15:30] but
they’re the ones that are going to be important. So there’s kind of a little bit of a
push-n-pull that you have to have.

Where you’ve got to know where to push the administration and where to work ??
(15:42). And so you’re not just kinda passing laws and policies in a vacuum and
using that (unintelligible - 15:51) other people in random parts of the state if
you’re a state legislator and be able to implement them.

ADAMS: Yeah.



DEUTSCH: The people that you’re actually working with on a [16:00] week-in-and-week-out
basis are people who are going to be implementing what you’re doing and doing
what you’re doing, so… you’ve gotta know…

ADAMS: People you see in the grocery store when you go home.

DEUTSCH: Yeah, there’s that but it’s knowing how far can I actually push people, right? Like
somebody says, “No we can’t do it” you’ve gotta be able to read and like nah, you
really could pull this off. And sometimes you gotta be like, okay, [16:30] they're
really squirming, I don’t think they can do this.

So it’s just kind of an ability to work with and have a push-n-pull and there may
be some people you just have too much friction with but you’ve got to keep other
lines of communication, other bridges with other people open so you can get stuff
done so… A lot of it’s kinda relational and one-on-one work and some of it’s
regular, actual policy work.

ADAMS: [17:00] And so what about the intersection of parents and community with
organized education? I mean you’re kinda the buffer between that as a school
board member. I think you made an important statement: the primary focus is
policy and processes. However, you also represent them as you mentioned, so,
you know, talk a little bit about that intersection.

DEUTSCH: Yeah, so...this is a little bit before my time, but back in [17:30] the olden days
(I’m referring to switch-board operators) and part of what I kind of ended up
seeing my role as a school board member was being that person, right?

You’ve got a very large bureaucracy, and you’ve got a parent who’s just going, “I
just need to know how to get this problem solved.” Right? And so you as the
school board member can at least funnel them in the right direction and follow up
and make sure things are taken care of. Right?

And so where they may not know to reach out to somebody, [18:00] or maybe
that somebody they reached out to is a little busy but maybe that school board
member said, “Hey, pay attention to this person…”

So there’s a lot of behind the scenes work of getting something resolved inside the
school, getting somebody—maybe the specialized, special needs educational
support you need, maybe just boring things like getting bus routes fixed because
they’re stupid [18:30] and didn’t take into consideration on-the-ground things.



Just a lot of the little things to smooth things over: helping people get great
classes… You know, all the little things parents need to try to figure out for their
kids. And at times, that’s the most fulfilling because then you get parents and kids
that are really excited—like you actually made a difference for their education
and, you know, these couple of things made their upcoming school year a whole
lot easier. [19:00]

Part 2:
One Controversial Way You Can Influence Local Education | With Willie Deutsch
[00:00 to 24:10]

ADAMS: What would you say are some of the biggest challenges that need to be overcome
in education today? I’m talking not-so-much the “function of the school board
member” and in the role there, but just overall—in our overall system and what’s
going on?

DEUTSCH: Sure. I think you’ve had a huge increase in mental health (unintelligible - 00:26)
going on right now and being able to identify [00:30] students and get them the
support they need.

You’ve also got an exponential increase by the pandemic… huge increase in
unfilled teacher positions. I think Prince William County, like within the last
month, still hasn’t hired 700 teachers.

There’s always been a bit of a teacher shortage, but with everything [01:00] that’s
gone on in the last year and a half, a lot of people are choosing to move out. It's
harder to attract people in. And you have to have teachers if you’re going to teach.
So that’s a bit of an ongoing struggle…

ADAMS: Can I interrupt for just a second before you move on?

DEUTSCH: Sure.

ADAMS: So you said the things we’ve been seeing in the last year and a half… you alluded
to the pandemic—so are you referring specifically to the pandemic? [01:30] Or
are you referring to some of the social agendas that are being now pushed down
quite forcibly into the schools? Or all of the above? Be a little more specific.

DEUTSCH: Yeah, I mean there’s been some cases that have made the headlines of teachers
who quit over different social ideology, etcetera, that’s being pushed in. But it’s
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been the pandemic more than anything [02:00] that’s just giving teachers a very
hard time, right?

I mean, every two months school divisions are changing up how they’re doing
things. And pushing out new programs. And it’s just the uncertainty and, you
know, the constant change. So that’s just made it very challenging for teachers.

I mean, it’s also made it very challenging for parents—and seeing [02:30] this
September what the enrollment numbers are going to be is going to be interesting.
You know, it’s not that every parent has an opportunity to choose something
outside of the public school system, but a lot of people are looking through their
options.

And you’ve got it with parents on both sides, right? You know, you’ve got parents
who are adamant for some sort of in-person educational options that aren’t
[03:00] still making kids feel like they’re in a bubble.

And then on the flip side you’ve got parents who want more restrictions—they're
focused on their kids’ health, safety and want more restrictive things going on. Up
here in Prince William County, back in May, we gave all of the parents the option
to choose if their kids were going to be in-person or virtual.

And now with [03:30] the delta variant popping up, we’ve got a whole bunch of
parents who are like, “Oh we chose in-person but now we want to switch and go
over to a virtual option.” And the school division devised plans all through the
summer of you told us you wanted x, we’ve got a position: teachers and software
and be prepared for virtual versus in-person and we can’t change it all up.

So there may be some parents [04:00] who decide they want something that’s
more virtual and there are parents looking through what their options are.

ADAMS: Yeah, I understand. So let’s talk a little bit about the qualities that make up a good
school board member. So I’m sure on your board there was quite a
diversity—there usually is and that can be a good thing. [04:30] I mean there are
a lot of people today that are looking at hey, maybe I want to run for school board.
Maybe I want to effect change.

And maybe some people are asking what are the qualifications and do I need an
advanced degree, or do I need this or that or something? Talk to us a little bit
about that just from your own experience as you’ve observed a board [05:00]



functioning and some of the different qualities that are helpful and essential to a
school board member.

DEUTSCH: Sure. So from a legal perspective, generally you’ve got to be over 18, you’ve
gotta live in whatever jurisdiction it is. And I was elected at 25 and I was the
youngest elected official in northern Virginia.

So there’s really not a lot of legal pre-reqs, [05:30] but you’ve got to be able to
listen and be in touch with your community. You’ve gotta have some level of
community connections. And you’ve gotta be able to work with people you may
not agree with all the time.

Because, you know, the school board member who you disagree with on x-fight,
you may need for a vote two months down the road.

ADAMS: Yeah.

DEUTSCH: They’re very small boards—usually…[06:00] our board was 8 members. Most
boards are somewhere in that ball-park. And so you need 4, 5, 6 votes to pass
something. Sometimes 4 votes to stop something. So you’re dealing with small
groups of people.

And those human-relationships while having your own backbone and core
convictions are an important balance. And there may be [06:30] something that is
crazy important to somebody on a community issue—whether it’s boundaries or
school namings or some regular community issue that...the normal things that
come up before school boards.

That, alright, you may be 80% fine with and you can get it done because down the
road, they’ll appreciate it and support you there. On the flip side, you’ve got to
have time. [07:00] Because people ask, oh how much time does being on the
school board take? And the answer was: as much time as you let it.

Because there was a school or a community event almost every night—that you
could show up at and be at. And so you’ve gotta be able to say no but you do also
have to have time. And some level of understanding the balance that you’re going
to have to figure out between [07:30] family and work and being on the school
board. Because it will consume all of the extra time that you have.



And so like on that front, somebody should just go and show up and watch a few
school board meetings before they run. Right? Like okay, you may be interested
in the school board because of stuff that makes the news, but does a more regular
mundane [08:00] school board meeting like—are you willing to bone-up and
learn about those issues and can you track with them? Like is this something that
you’re going to care about?

You know, the third quarter budget update and what the administration’s doing
and (unintelligible - 08:15) in a third quarter budget. Like, are you willing to go
read through the consent-agenda items to see what’s being pushed through on
unanimous consent that maybe you have to object?

Are you willing to actually [08:30] put in the work of understanding what
different things are coming before the board? I mean, you’ll have your academic
achievement maybe quarterly or twice-a-year reports as well and other academic
achievements.

Are you willing to go dig into those numbers and ask the hard questions? Right?
Like, it’s not just a [09:00] I’m interested in what made the news, so I’m going to
run. It’s all-encompassing: [you] have to understand what’s going on throughout
the school division.

ADAMS: Yeah, I appreciate you sharing that because that is absolutely true. And doesn’t
get said enough. At the end of the day, people are looking for school board
candidates who aren’t just fiery on their issue [09:30] but who can actually get in
there and administrate well so that the overall process of education down to the
critical areas of helping to make sure there are kids who can read and write and do
math—have some skills and just functional things that are going to help them be
good citizens and be able to be a vital part of the workforce in the future. [10:00]
And that’s part of oversight that has to be given.

DEUTSCH: Well and one of the challenges we’ve got right now is: they keep bringing
controversial issues before school boards every month. We don’t have time to
actually focus on educational (unintelligible - 10:20) right?

And ultimately the school division should care about what are we doing to make
sure that—after a kid graduates, they’re either [10:30] workforce-ready or they're
going to college?



Right? Like how are we successfully preparing them to start a life where they are
going to succeed? And if that’s not your focus and you’ve got controversial stuff
popping up every other month—

ADAMS: Yeah.

DEUTSCH: —things are going to slip through the cracks and they just do.

ADAMS: So if there’s somebody that is listening and they [11:00]—you gave a couple
things, you know: go observe and see if the bigger picture fits them and they can
be excited about doing those things—are there other things you would
recommend to somebody that’s considering to run? What do they need to do...do
you have any kind of check-off list that they might be able to do to prepare? Or
steps they need to take in order to [11:30] do this properly?

DEUTSCH: Sure! First off, figure out how much money you’re going to have to raise. School
boards generally aren’t high fundraising events, but see what people have had to
raise for other comparable, competitive school board races and be sure you can do
it.

Because if you don’t have the money, you’re going to be in trouble, right? You’re
going to need money or literature, science, maybe some mailers, maybe some
other advertising. [12:00] So make sure you can do that.

Go look up past elections and just get a feel for how many votes are required to
win at previous elections. Having some of those numbers in hand is kind of
important.

Spend a little bit of time just researching the kind of things the community is
interested in. You know, are there maybe development issues going on, are there
issues [12:30] with particular schools? You know, so be aware of that.

Show up at some of the—whether it’s HOAs, PTO meetings—understand the
local community leaders within the jurisdiction you’re looking at and go meet and
connect with some of those people.

And, you know, have a circle of friends around you that you [13:00] know you
can actually talk to and that you can actually hear and know from. If there’s
nobody in your life who...if they say, “No, that’s too crazy of an idea” or “No, you



need to slow down or rethink something” then maybe you’re a little too
headstrong and you need to be careful.

You’ve got to have some trusted core advisors around you [that] you can glean
wisdom from who you’re willing to respect (unintelligible - 13:28).

ADAMS: Yeah.

DEUTSCH: And hopefully if you’re in a place where you are [13:30] going to run for school
board, you know, you’ve got different people who have been involved in the
community for a while in different capacities and will help you get a bit of a
(unintelligible - 13:43) and give you some real advice.

You know, there may be some people who are great but do not have the
personality for it. Like, there are some people who run for office who—you know,
your average person, if they run for office, if they’re of general goodwill, they go
talk to [14:00] independent (unintelligible - 14:03) people, you have a few minute
conversation, you connect, you understand each other, ok great: people believe
you’re accessible and you’re willing to do stuff.

But there are some people who run for office who come off as angry or grouchy
or just a little too “in people’s face” and they actually turn more people off when
they go to an (unintelligible - 14:24-14:28).

So, you gotta [14:30] be able to listen and work with people while still having a
spine and know what you’re… And if you can balance those two things, you
know, hopefully you have the personality to do it right.

ADAMS: That’s good input. Appreciate that. So! Here’s another question: how can parents
or stakeholders influence local education besides being on a school board?

DEUTSCH: Sure! School board members [15:00] listen to people who talk to them and show
up at meetings. And so if you have a group of parents who care, A) look at the
school board meeting agendas, show up for meetings and talk about things that
are of concern, email school school board members…

It is rare to get, let’s say half a dozen emails on a particular topic, on a particular
issue. And so if you get…[15:30] you know, if the school board gets a dozen, half
a dozen emails on an issue, they’re at least going to pay attention and realize, oh,
there are people concerned.



And then it becomes a matter of, are you as parents willing to put in the research
to actually understand what goes into an issue and how the school board truly
relates with it? And build some relationship [16:00] with at least some of the
school board members where you don’t just come off as controversial and angry.

But if you’re willing to show up, email, and build relationships with school board
members, parents can get stuff done. It’s happened plenty of times.

ADAMS: Yeah.

DEUTSCH: And sometimes it’s out of those active parents that people arise who are [16:30]
worth carrying the school board. Because they actually know what’s going on and
know a little bit of the dynamics of school boards. It’s not just this (unintelligible -
16:38-16:41).

ADAMS: It’s interesting… That's true in every situation. Leadership—especially elected
leadership—but all leadership is looking for solutions because real leaders are
people who identify needs [17:00] or problems or opportunities and they go after
them.

And it’s about making the right positive changes—leading toward things that
improve our lives, our communities, etcetera. And when you’re in a leadership
position like a school board member or any kind of thing like that, you’re faced
with the challenges…

And what your job [17:30] really is is to find solutions. And so when you’ve got
people who step forward who recognize there’s a problem and who don’t just
curse the darkness but shine some light on it and say, “Well here’s some things
I’m thinking about that may be useful and helpful” and you can tell it’s well
thought-through.

And as you engage and, you know, they’re doing good research and it’s just
not—like you said—some angry parent… [18:00] which, by the way, I think
sometimes parents need to be angry—

DEUTSCH: Sure! … On the leadership front, if you’re just angry and as a school board
member, like, what kind of things would solve your issue? And they’ve got
nothing. It becomes very hard to take them seriously or keep working with them.



I had an issue where it was me and one other school board member and about four
community people, and we spent [18:30] 5 hours one Sunday afternoon going
through and hashing stuff out and going back and forth and finally coming to the
re-run stuff.

Because we’ve spent smaller amounts of time working stuff out, but when there’s
people willing to come to the table with hey, here’s what we want, and you can be
like, “Alright, here’s what we can give” and you go back and forth and get
creative sometimes. And you negotiate that kind of—and the goal is [19:00] to
come out with something that’s a win for as many people as possible.

ADAMS: Great, here’s another question for you. What are your thoughts on educational
choice? Should parents have greater choice and voice in where and what their
children learn? Or should parents leave that up to the professionals? And why?

DEUTSCH: Sure, I mean, so I think that goes back to our earlier conversation that A) parents
are the...they’re the parent. [19:30] They’re the one who’s ultimately responsible
for thor kid’s education. And so their voice has to be listened to and taken
seriously and believed to be credible.

It’s an advantage of a larger school division, but we have kind of a lot of built-in
choice where we didn’t use, maybe, buzz words—but we give people a lot of
choice. [20:00]

We’ve got special (unintelligible - 20:01) programs across different schools.
Usually for a lot of maybe trade or fine arts type of things. And we let kids
transfer between high schools and middle schools and elementary schools and all
of (unintelligible - 20:15).

So if there’s a school that’s a better fit, whether it’s academically...sometimes it’s
just a better fit with working with a parent’s drive to work and being a closer or
longer drive and easier to drop ‘em off, pick ‘em up. [20:30] Maybe it’s a better
fit with different teachers and just the culture inside that particular school.

But there are kids transferring all over the county to choose that better fit for
them. We also have two schools...you can call them charter schools, but you apply
to go there, you have to do a level of community service commitment, there’s
uniforms, [21:00] just less sports, more focus on academics…



So we have a lot of built-in choice. Which, I think it helps in a lot of respects to
keep parents happy and make sure they’re getting as close to what they can get for
their kids. And then you combine that…

The other choice-options for high school is dual enrollment with the community
colleges. [21:30] And there’s a lot of partnerships between high schools and
community colleges.

But, if your kid can graduate with two years of college under their belt and they
can go transfer to anywhere, any state school in Virginia, and only have two more
years left of college, that’s freaking awesome.

ADAMS: Okay, So let me just dig down a little bit deeper [22:00] into that question. So,
some parents want to see the dollars follow the kids. The only real option we have
in Virginia right now is the education tax credit program whereby kids that leave
the public system and go to a private system—if the parents qualify financially
and so forth—and there’s scholarship organizations that are raising those funds.
[22:30]

Then that creates a choice-option for them. Then of course education savings and
accounts and the homeschool option and so forth. So what are your thoughts
about that? Is it still look, the parents should be able to make their decision for
their kids, or do you have different opinions there?

DEUTSCH: Well the school board members don’t get into the policy making of vouchers and
all those type of things, right? [23:00] That’s generally a state legislature-type
issue.

ADAMS: Right.

DEUTSCH: But, you know, at the end of the day, parents need to be able to make decisions
that are best for their kids. And whatever opportunities arise, the better. And the
more competition, the more options, the more different options will step up to the
table and help improve their game.

We saw a lot [23:30] of creativity and flexibility at the private and Christian
school levels throughout the pandemic that public schools were just too large as a
system to make their adaptations as quickly as you saw with a lot of, you know,
run off  ?? (23:47) schools making decisions.



So there’s a lot of different possibilities and options, so school boards should do
everything they can to make sure they’re being responsive to parents [24:00] and
giving parents flexibility and different other levels of government can hopefully
step up and do their part as well.

Part 3:
A School's Worst Nightmare: Overcrowded Classrooms and Overflow Trailers | Willie Deutsch
[00:00-15:08]

ADAMS: At Noah Webster Educational Foundation, we focus on five, what we kinda call
our “big stones” in education. The roles of instruction, the roles of parents,
government, faith and morality, and facilities.

So based on those things, let’s talk about a few other things that kinda zero down
and get into [00:30] a little more… earlier on, you were talking about your
system, generally having very large class sizes. And, you know, so… talk to me a
little bit about class size and the influence of facilities on instruction.

DEUTSCH: Sure. So, Prince William County is one of the fastest growing counties in
Virginia. With new census data, [01:00] we came in with 80,000 people over the
last ten years. So there’s a constant kind of “catch up” for having space for all of
our students.

We also have buildings that were built in the 1970s that we’re still using. And we
have a renovation schedule to basically get 80 years out of a building [01:30]…
before we kinda have to replace it.

But that means that if you’re building brand new buildings, then usually the brand
new schools go where the brand new developments are, right? So it creates an
added disparity of older schools in older communities, newer schools in newer
communities.

Which sometimes plays into wealth and racial disparities, [02:00] which creates
challenges. So one of the things that we did was create a commission that went
through all of our buildings and looked at every grade level and what we could do
to upgrade some of our older schools just feel modernized and make sure they
were at some of the same base standards as some of our newer schools.

And that infrastructure task force committee [02:30] was very helpful in just
laying out a roadmap to hopefully reducing some of the inequities. But, you know,

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rKlj2jzaUjc


when you’ve got students who are in classrooms with smartboards, large windows
with lots of light, newer furniture, you know—they all talk to their friends
(especially on a high school level) and they see the differences when they go for
different sporting events… You know, how things look. [03:00]

And so there’s a lot of buzz around, you know, the word (unintelligible - 03:08)
these days. But part of the job of a school division is to make sure that everybody
has the same level of base-support; whether it’s building and infrastructure,
whether it’s IT, whether it’s academic—every student is going to have that
minimum.

So that you’re giving [03:30] people the same opportunities for (unintelligible -
03:33). And so that becomes very important. And we ended up cutting a lot of
trailers. We had an elementary school with a double-digit number of trailers,
right? That’s how overcrowded some of our schools are.

Now, we also built some of the largest schools in the state. Our new elementary
schools are built for [04:00] about 900 students...which may be almost as large as
some other school divisions in the country or county ?? (04:06).

Our highschools, on average, are being built for 2000 to 25000 students. So it’s
just a very large scale when you’re dealing with, you know, getting close to
100,000 kids. We had a huge financial [04:30] fight over adding 500 more seats
to our newest highschool that’s getting ready to open this fall.

And one of our school board members pushed back on staff on how do we get
more seats in and how do we do it without wasting a ton of money? And,
basically, the easiest way was to just build up.

And so we added a third floor that you already had most of the steel infrastructure
in place for… you know, you’ve got [05:00] all the foundational work. You’re
just building another level.

And so we added on a 3rd floor to a good chunk of the highschool, created
enough space for 500 extra students, minimized some of the architectural frills,
and, you know, it’s going to be a very nice, new highschool—but it’s also going to
be one of the largest in Virginia and be able to really help us with a lot of
overcrowding.



And we talked to staff about it...so should we go [05:30] to 3000 or 4000 per
highschool? Because part of the issue is just getting the land. For highschool we
needed 80 acres… and you start running out of those. But you end up having to
have (unintelligible - 05:47) inside one building. It’s all a balance of making sure
kids aren’t lost in the shuffle with making sure you can create space for students.

ADAMS: Let’s shift gears here just a little bit and… what’s the use [06:00] of external
audits in the education system?

DEUTSCH: They’re wonderful! One of the best things we did was the first year we were on
the board. We had an external audit done on our school’s (unintelligible - 06:15)
system and what we were doing for special needs students. Administration started
cleaning up things very quickly that we all knew were a problem in advance of
the audit. Shocker! [06:30]

There were particular people and particular programs that we all knew were a
problem and they suddenly got fixed. So they did a little bit of advance clean up
work. And they also, you know, they came in as external experts and then gave us
a road map for how to go about (unintelligible - 06:49).

And [if] you hire an independent, external auditor, they’re not there to be us ??
(06:48), they’re going to come in, they’re going to tell you what they see. [07:00]
We really wanted to do an external audit of our finances ?? (07:07) staffer did it
when they changed over finance directors and found a lot of [unintelligible -
07:14-07:20).

But it lets you know… Sometimes it validates what you’re doing in some aspects,
and sometimes it tells you hey, this is where you're missing the boat and here’s
where you can improve. [07:30] They’re wonderful. The administration tends to
hate them… but they’re wonderful.

ADAMS: Okay. Excellent. So how can school boards serve tax-payers and ensure that
budgets are used effectively?

DEUTSCH: So, a few things… you’ve gotta watch the budget through the year. So you pass
your original budget and usually there’s a level of [08:00] retention there. But you
always have adjustments to the budget throughout the year. And in Prince William
we do a quarterly budget update.



Usually by the third quarter, the administration’s pushing through whatever
changes they want with whatever overages?? (08:18) that we ended up having.
So you’ve gotta watch things.

Secondly, one of the things we had was a [08:30] community budget working
group. And Prince William County has a lot of very smart people working for the
government—people who are professional auditors—and we had a group of 6, 8
people who met throughout the budget season—of course it was over a number of
years.

There were people on there who ended up probably knowing the school division’s
budget much better than the finance team division ?? (08:58). And so we could
come up with [09:00] real proposals of here’s how we need money changed
around.

And that takes a lot of work, but the more oversight and transparency the better.
The other thing is just having more budget work sessions. The school
administration wants to give you as few as possible, and then turn around and
claim oh, it’s the school board’s budget after the school board barely had time to
do anything. [09:30]

You’re going to have [a] budget work session where everything is presented to
you and you probably go through every department head and tell it, here’s what
we want, there’s what we’re doing, that type of thing. But you need at least two
more times for some level of (unintelligible - 09:45), right?

Because sometimes that first meeting just gets the juices flowing and you’ve gotta
be able to have the ability to throw ideas out and then the ability of the public to
hear about them—maybe hear something [10:00] really important and you can
circle back to some things. But more budget meetings are better than fewer.
Because whatever level of Sunshine transparency you can bring, will help.

ADAMS: Alright. So, got a couple more questions for you. How has your work in public
relations influenced your time on the school board?

DEUTSCH: Sure! I’ve got probably about 9 years [10:30] background in communication at
this point, and I was able to engage with the community on what was going on on
the school board… mostly through Facebook, but you mix in that and different
editorials and have different joint-editorials in local papers on what was going
on…



Towards the tail-end we would start doing Facebook live updates and just…
sometimes it’s easier to just talk straight to people than to [11:00] write out a long
post. But learning how do you present information in digestible formats so the
public knows what’s happening? Right? If you’ve got a 15 slide PowerPoint, what
are the two slides that actually matter?

ADAMS: Yeah.

DEUTSCH: Right? And how do you get it out to the public and let them know? You know, I
have Facebook posts that have reached 10-15,000 people [11:30] because people
would get talking and sharing and so the more Sunshine and transparency we can
get on things, the better.

ADAMS: That’s good. So on your Twitter page, I see you’re a big sports fan—what place
do you think organized sports has in public education? What are the primary
values that it brings to students [12:00] and communities?

DEUTSCH: Sure, I mean, sports is going to teach—hopefully competition, discipline, drive...
And there’s a lot of good overlap between sports and people just learning how to
be better human beings down the road. Part of the challenge for schools is how
much money do you throw into them?

And also, [12:30] how do you make them accessible so it’s not just all of the
“top-tier” students that are able to get in but everybody has some level of teams
that they’re able to be a part of.

So it’s a balance. But most communities have some sport that they’re in love with
and love watching on Friday nights, so [13:00] different communities have
different priorities.

ADAMS: Yeah. Okay, final question: what would you like to leave with listeners that might
help be a part of the solution in education today?

DEUTSCH: Sure! Like I said earlier, well over half of your tax dollars go to the school, so it’s
on the community to be engaged, know what’s going on. School board elections
[13:30] usually fall at the very bottom of a ballot and people tend to overlook
them.



So pay attention, be engaged, ask candidates about the issues that you care about
and go share with your friends. Let your friends know that just because you don’t
have kids in the system, it still impacts your community, your quality of life, your
home-values.

So be engaged, [14:00] pay attention. And honestly, it’s one of the easiest levels
of government to go make an impact on. It’s very small, it’s very local. You can
easily go meet a school board member, as a parent, at Starbucks, and go sit down
and have a conversation.

And so, if you want to actually make a difference, right? You can sit down and
watch Fox news, you can yell at the TV, or you can engage in local government.
[14:30] And whether it’s your board of advisors, whether it’s the school
board—they’re making decisions that impact you on a very direct basis.

But they also tend to be very accessible, very available. Meetings probably
happen within 20 minutes of your house. So you can drive over, show up, engage
and stay involved.

ADAMS: That’s great input! Thank you so much for your time today and for sharing your
experience with us, with our [15:00] listeners, and thank you for your service.

DEUTSCH: Thank you for all that you’re doing!


