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Issue Brief #10 (April 2023) 

 
Oregon Senate Bill 409 passed the Oregon Senate by a 27-2 vote on April 11, 2023 and 
was sent to the Oregon House of Representatives Committee on Education for 
consideration. The bill, initiated by Senator Kim Thatcher (R., Keizer) and Representative 
Lily Morgan (R., Grants Pass), makes it easier for parents of children in Oregon public 
schools to access approved state-level textbooks, instructional materials, and academic 
content standards for public schools. It does this by requiring that the 197 school districts 
provide a link to the webpage of the state Department of Education (ODE) that shows that 
information. 
 
While the bill is a positive symbolic step that recognizes the rights of parents, taxpayers, 
and other stakeholders to know what is taught in public schools, by itself it will do nothing 
to ensure this. That is because under pressure from the state teacher union, Senate 
Democrats gutted the bill of provisions requiring transparency at the district and school 
level.  
 
The hope of transparency advocates, as Senator Thatcher has stated, is that the bill will 
encourage school districts and schools to voluntarily post their own  textbooks, 
instructional materials, and curricula, which often deviate widely from state standards: "It 
is not what I wanted, but it is a start, and the reason I say that is that school districts can 
still choose curriculum other than what is approved by the Oregon Department of 
Education, which may or may not be a good thing, but that is what parents need to know 

https://olis.oregonlegislature.gov/liz/2023R1/Measures/Overview/SB409
https://nbc16.com/news/local/transparency-in-public-education-at-the-forefront-of-senate-bill-409
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is what's happening in their kid's school and their school district." Further action, whether 
voluntary or legislative, would be required, she noted: “It is my hope that school districts 
will voluntarily post their own specific curriculum on their websites.” 
 
In floor speeches, Republican Senators called the bill a wake-up call for the teacher unions 
and educational bureaucrats who treat parental concerns with contempt and derision. 
“The professionals from the Department [of Education] and from some school boards are 
dismissing the concerns of parents,” said Senator Tim Knopp (R., Bend). Added Senator 
Daniel Bonham (R., The Dalles): “Too many parents have stopped trusting schools and it 
appears to them that schools are hiding their agendas…Hopefully school districts are 
listening and hopefully they will move forward with just voluntarily posting their districts’ 
curriculum.” 
 
Some Oregon school districts, responding to parental input, have already voluntarily 
posted their curricular materials. Noting the positive example of the Bend-Lapine School 
District posting its materials, the Bend Bulletin editorialized: “We hope the Legislature 
passes Senate Bill 409. Bend-La Pine’s policy is a level better.” However, the majority of 
school districts provide only partial information, and some are overtly hostile to the 
practice. The Portland Public Schools system tab for parents entitled “What You Need to 
Know” includes no information on what students are being taught. PPS district-level “core 
academics” pages provide only general overviews, while curricular materials are shown 
as “Staff Only.”  
 
 

 
 
 

https://oregoncatalyst.com/67444-sen-thatcher-senate-oks-key-curriculum-transparency-bill.html
https://olis.oregonlegislature.gov/liz/mediaplayer?clientID=4879615486&eventID=2023041098&startStreamAt=22779&stopStreamAt=25260
https://www.bend.k12.or.us/district/academics/academics-overview
https://www.bendbulletin.com/opinion/editorial-legislature-should-approve-school-transparency-bill/article_8e17ab28-d959-11ed-9cf3-af132af5d7b9.html#:%7E:text=The%20bill%20requires%20school%20boards,the%20state%20Board%20of%20Education.
https://www.pps.net/Page/2882
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Nation-Wide Movement for Transparency 
Oregon Senate Bill 409 reflects a bi-partisan national trend that seeks to restore trust and 
support for public education by giving parents, taxpayers, the media, legislators, and 
advocacy groups more information about the content of teaching in public schools. Such 
efforts are needed because of the sharp decline in public trust following the COVID 
pandemic. In Oregon, about 30,000 students exited the public school system during 
COVID, about 5% of the public school body. During public testimony on the original 
version of Senate Bill 409, 106 statements of support were received from everyday 
Oregonians, compared to only two statements of opposition from organized interests.  
 
From the standpoint of a free and open society where decisions about the use of public 
resources gain their legitimacy through public justification, curricular transparency should 
be welcomed. By removing secrecy, such measures eliminate rumors and misinformation 
that often fuel public distrust. More broadly, parental rights to be informed about the 
content being taught to children is central to democratic citizenship.  
 
In its original form, Senate Bill 409 was aligned with the Model Academic Transparency 
Act of the Civics Alliance of which the National Association of Scholars is a founding 
member. By creating information, such transparency bills seek to defuse misinformation 
that can often cause opposition to arise that is ill-informed. The bills also allow educators 
an opportunity to share with parents the reasoning and purposes of classroom instruction 
in order to make parents full partners in their children’s education. More broadly, such 
transparency laws encourage a broader embrace of a shared ideal of American 
citizenship at a time of political polarization. “Why can't we get access at least to the 
information and why does it seem to be kept a secret, which does make people trust 
whoever's keeping it secret a little bit less?" Senator Thatcher questioned. 
 
Some critics point out that transparency bills are ineffective because surveys show that 
less than 50% of K-12 teachers actually follow the officially prescribed curriculum even of 
their district. But rejecting transparency is to compound one error with another. The 
solution to teachers adopting low quality or unapproved teaching materials is a separate 
issue requiring separate action. Indeed, the first step to this second challenge is to allow 
parents to know what is prescribed in the first place.  
 
While some educators may harbor concerns about their teaching being caught in partisan 
debates, one must ask whether the remedy for this is greater secrecy or greater openness. 
As one Kansas education policy analyst argued, such laws would empower and protect 
teachers by shielding them from concerns that are rightly directed at school districts or 
state education departments. 
 
Curriculum transparency laws also ensure greater equality of teaching across the system 
irrespective of zip code. As one educational specialist explains: “Using a central 
curriculum platform can provide better access to tools and best practices that support 

https://www.opb.org/article/2023/02/14/oregon-school-enrollment-concerning-still-dropping-but-slower-rate/#:%7E:text=The%20drop%20in%20enrollment%20shows,of%20more%20than%2030%2C000%20students.
https://olis.oregonlegislature.gov/liz/2023R1/Committees/SED/2023-03-30-15-00/SB409/PAW/Details
https://civicsalliance.org/model-k-12-civics-code/academic-transparency-act/
https://civicsalliance.org/model-k-12-civics-code/academic-transparency-act/
https://nbc16.com/news/local/transparency-in-public-education-at-the-forefront-of-senate-bill-409
https://www.aei.org/education/curriculum-transparency-is-harder-to-achieve-than-lawmakers-assume/
https://kansaspolicy.org/curriculum-transparency-parents-right-to-know-whats-being-taught-and-how/
https://educationadvanced.com/resources/blog/how-curriculum-transparency-improves-access-and-equity-for-students-and/
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high-quality instruction across the district and a more equitable education for all district 
students.” 
 
Oregon’s Gutted Legislation 
Unfortunately, Oregon’s new legislation was gutted by the Democratic majority in Senate 
committee. The Model Academic Transparency Act calls on each public school to make 
public “training materials, learning materials, course syllabi, a general description of the 
subject matter of each class, books and articles required or recommended, course 
assessments, and course assignments.” This focus on school-level transparency reflects 
the fact that what is taught in any given public school often bears only the faintest 
resemblance to officially adopted curriculum, textbooks, and teaching materials at the 
district-level. The district-level curricula, meanwhile, are often at variance with the 
recommended state-level standards.   
 
The gutting of these central provisions means that Senate Bill 409 is only a symbolic 
statement of support for curricular transparency in the K-12 system. It does nothing to 
require school districts to abide by the state curriculum of the Oregon Department of 
Education or to be transparent about what is being taught in district schools. As such, the 
bill threatens to make transparency worse rather than better through the deceptive 
posting of material that may be largely irrelevant to what students are being taught in a 
given public school. 
 
Indeed, Senate Democrats have been open that their support of the bill was contingent 
on the fact that it would obscure to parents what their children are being taught. As 
Senator Janeen Sollman (D., Hillsboro) clarified from the Senate floor before casting her 
vote with remarkable candor: “Each school district has the ability to look at those 
standards…and they have the ability to adopt their own curriculum.. and they wouldn’t 
have to adopt that of which ODE is recommending.”  
 
Oregon’s Teacher Unions and Bureaucrats Love Secrecy 
The policy process leading to the passage of the gutted Senate Bill 409 suggests that 
secrecy, not transparency, remains the top priority for Oregon public schools. In its 
submission on the bill, the state teacher’s union, the Oregon Education Association, 
weighed in against the original bill, and pledged only “neutrality” on the gutted one (See 
Appendix I). Their statement equates parental concerns with “attacks” and calls differing 
opinions on socially contentious issues “bigotry and hate.” 
 

Creating public access to detailed curriculum does not bridge the gap 
between educators and parents, it would only serve to make educators 
more vulnerable to unsafe, targeted attacks. Classrooms have been 
politicized in recent years in an effort to intimidate and scare teachers from 
teaching subjects they have been teaching for decades. What was once just 
a history class has now become fodder for bigotry and hate, overshadowing 
parents’ rights and eclipsing the critical thinking being taught in schools. 
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The intention behind SB 409 does not seem to be parent’s rights, but further 
efforts to politicize and scapegoat educators in an increasingly unsafe and 
high stress profession. 

 
Despite the clear support for the bill from Oregon parents, opponents of the bill also 
mobilized “artificial turf” interest groups claiming to speak for non-white students. In a 
shambolic and semi-literate submission opposing the bill, a group calling itself Alianz 
Poder wrote (see Appendix II): “SB 409 does not fulfill any of our students' needs, 
furthermore, it created additional administrative burden for school districts, it empowers 
the anglo majority to bully racial minorities in Oregon by ongoing objecting to our history, 
present and future.”  
 
In a Senate floor speech opposing the bill, Senator James Manning, Jr. (D., Eugene) called 
it part of “a movement to dictate what students can learn and cannot learn that is being 
outside influenced.” 
  
As a major contributor to state Democrats, the Oregon Education Association’s stated 
“neutrality” on even the gutted version of the bill shows that any further movement in the 
direction of K-12 transparency will be fought by the union. This is no surprise since the 
OEA is a core organization promoting politically and socially charged “critical thinking” in 
state schools. For instance, it  advocates the teaching of social studies based on a 
“resource” on Critical Race Theory whose premise is: “The United States 
society/government is racist and people of color are discriminated against in every 
institution.” No such standard or curriculum has ever been endorsed by the state 
Department of Education. The OEA also encourages its teachers to draw from a list of 
textbooks, Social Justice Literature for Youth, without any reference to ODE approved 
books. 
 
From this, it is a reasonable assumption that Senate Bill 409 passed the Oregon Senate 
because the state teacher’s union and state educational bureaucrats saw it as an effective 
way to demobilize the K-12 transparency movement through a symbolic and empty 
gesture that will in effect provide them greater, not less cover, for their pursuit of 
educational practices that amount to debilitating indoctrination and a suspension of the 
sacred rights of parents to guide their children’s upbringing. 
 
The Oregon Way  
Introducing Senate Bill 409, Senator Suzanne Weber (R., Tillamook) said: “This was an 
example of what we used to call the Oregon Way.” The bill, she continued, “is a step in a 
right direction in involving our parents in our classrooms…It is a good bipartisan 
compromise bill.” 
 
However, while the bill has bi-partisan support, it is not a bi-partisan bill. Without strong 
legislative and administrative follow-up, SB 409 will be a substantive defeat for the parents 
of Oregon public school students. The long-term impact will be a continued deterioration 

https://grow.oregoned.org/eye-on-equity/lesson-plans/resource-critical-race-theory-ssc
https://oregonscholars.org/wp-content/uploads/Copy-of-OEA-RA_CRT-Resources-and-Fact-Sheet.docx
https://grow.oregoned.org/eye-on-equity/social-justice-literature-for-youth
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of the quality and equal opportunity of the Oregon public school system. Oregon 
Democrats have sacrificed the needs of Oregon students, especially disadvantaged ones, 
for the narrow and selfish interests of education bureaucrats and teacher unions. 
 
The bill does little more than draw attention to information that is already widely accessible. 
As such, it speaks more for what will remain hidden from Oregon parents. Except through 
cumbersome processes of public information requests and on-site appointments, the 
curriculum, textbooks, and instructional materials being used in a given district or school 
will remain hidden, which is what the Oregon Education Association desires. 
 
Recommended Actions 
 Despite the flaws of Senate Bill 409, House Republicans should support the bill 

because of its symbolic support for curricular transparency in Oregon. 
 

 Parental advocacy groups and legislators should use the bill to draw attention to the 
substantive unwillingness of the Oregon Education Association and its allies in the 
Department of Education to provide substantive transparency on curricular matters. 

 
 Parents and advocacy groups should renew their efforts at the school and district-

levels to promote voluntary transparency. 
 
About 

The Oregon Association of Scholars is the Oregon affiliate of the National Association of Scholars, a network 
of scholars and citizens united by a commitment to academic freedom, disinterested scholarship, and 
excellence in American higher education. Membership in NAS is open to all who share a commitment to 
these broad principles. NAS publishes a journal and has state and regional affiliates. Visit NAS 
at www.nas.org,  and OAS at www.oregonscholars.org. Contact: Dr. Bruce Gilley, OAS President, 
info@oregonscholars.org 

 

  

http://www.nas.org/
http://www.oregonscholars.org/
mailto:info@oregonscholars.org
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Appendix 1: Submitted Testimony of Oregon Education Association 
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Appendix 2: Submitted Testimony of Alianza Poder 
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