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A	conversation	with	Ember	Reichgott	Junge	and	Governor	Bill	Owens	

	

Ember	Reichgott	Junge:	 00:00	Hello,	welcome.	This	is	the	pioneering	

charter	school	story	of	Colorado.		This	will	be	part	

of	the	National	Charter	Schools	Founders	Library	

and	also	part	of	the	good	work	of	the	Colorado	

League	of	Charter	Schools.			We	are	also	grateful	

to	the	National	Charter	Schools	Institute	in	

Michigan	for	making	this	possible.	Today	we	are	

going	to	be	focusing	on	the	story	of	Colorado	with	

Governor	Bill	Owens	who	was	then	Senator	Bill	

Owens	at	the	time	when	you	created	the	first	

charter	school	law.	But	even	before	that	it's	

important	to	understand	who	you	are.	Tell	us	a	

little	bit	about	yourself.	

Bill	Owens:	 00:43	 Well,	senator,	first	of	all,	thank	you	and	thanks	for	

what	you	did	in	Minnesota	in	terms	of	being	the	

first	state	in	this	great	country	to	give	us	charter	

schools.	California	was	second.	We	were	third.	My	

involvement	in	the	school	choice	and	the	school	

freedom	movement	really	started	from	almost	my	

first	day	as	a	young	state	legislator.	I	was	elected	

in	1982	and	did	not	even	interview	with	the	

teacher’	union.	I	knew	that	I	was	on	the	other	

side.	Our	three	children	were	going	to	public	

schools.	Good	public	schools	are	very	good.	But	

some	of	the	choices	that	we	had	as	suburban	

parents	in	terms	of	moving	to	where	there	were	

good	schools	weren't	available	to	everyone.	And	

that	really	drove	my	belief	in	school	choice	and	in	

terms	of	more	freedom	for	parents	to	choose	

within	public	and	private	schools.	That	started	in	

Colorado--as	the	great	paper	by	Pam	Benigno	of	



the	Independence	Institute	outlines--started	with	

home	schooling.	I	thought	parents	should	have	

the	right	under	certain	structures	and	within	

certain	limits	to	educate	their	children	at	home.	It	

was	controversial.	We	finally	passed	it	and	the	

teachers’	union	obviously	fought	it.	We	then	went	

to	two	broader	school	choice	(options),	as	

probably	similar	to	other	states.	We	allowed	

school	choice	within	the	district.	That	was	

controversial.	You	mean	you're	going	to	let	

children	within	that	Cherry	Creek	Public	School	

district	choose	which	elementary	school	they	

want	to	go	to?	You	know,	today	it	seems,	seems	a	

given,	but	in	those	days	the	bureaucracy	fought	us	

tooth	and	nail.	We	passed	that;	Jeanie	Fox	was	a	

real	leader	in	this	movement	here	in	Colorado	and	

then	we	decided,	you	know	what,	if	we	can	do	it	

within	the	district,	let's	do	it	between	districts.	

Let's	let	those	poor	children	from	inner	city	

Denver	avail	themselves	of	the	so	called	rich	

schools	out	in	the	suburbs.	I	was	a	suburban	

legislator.	I	wanted	to	open	up	public	education	to	

everybody	on	a	choice	basis.	Hugely	controversial.	

Finally	we	passed	it.	That	led	into	charter	schools.	

As	a	young	state	legislator	education	was	one	of	

my	priorities	on	the	choice	side.	

Ember	Reichgott	Junge:	 03:09	Now	you've	mentioned	what	I	would	call	

open	enrollment	and	we	had	that	in	Minnesota	as	

well.		I	was	the	author	in	Minnesota	of	both	the	

charter	school	law	and	the	open	enrollment	law.	

In	our	case,	however,	open	enrollment	came	

before	chartering	in	your	case,	which	was	

different,	you	had	intra-district.	In	other	words	

like	you	say	within	a	district	and	then	you	didn't	

actually	pass	open	enrollment	for	all	the	districts	

until	after	chartering.	



Bill	Owens:	 03:33	 You	know,	senator,	you	may	be	correct,	but	my	

memory--and	obviously	it's	been	30	years--is	that	

the	open	enrollment	allowed	us	to	then	(have)		

charter	schools.	And	without	open	enrollment	we	

wouldn't	have	had	the	ability	to	do	charters	

because	you	couldn't	move	and	choose,	but	that's	

a	small,	small	distinction.	The	two	were	

intertwined.	We	had	to	have	open	enrollment	in	

order	to	have	charters.	And	uh,	luckily	in	

Minnesota	you	led	the	way,	my	approach	as	a	

governor	as	well	as	the	legislator	was	sometimes	I	

wanted	to	look	at	what	other	states	did	first	and	

figure	out,	you	know,	learn	from	them	rather	than	

reinventing	the	wheel.	And	so	we	looked	closely	

at	what	Minnesota	did	and	what	California	did	

under	State	Senator	Gary	Hart	and	benefited	from	

both	of	your	examples.	

Ember	Reichgott	Junge:	 04:28	Talk	about	that.	Talk	about	the	influence	of	

those	earlier	states	and	how	that	influenced	you	

as	a	legislator.	Did	you	talk,	you've	talked	to	

Senator	Hart	in	California,	but	what	other	ways	

were	you	influenced?	

Bill	Owens:	 04:40	 Well	me	and	my	colleagues	such	as	

Representative	Kerns	and	others,	we	were	in	

touch	with	other	legislators.	We	were	in	touch	

with	the	national	support	group	that	was	being	

developed	at	that	time.		And	here	in	Colorado,	as	

you	know,	we	had	help	from	the	Gates	

Foundation,	from	Barbara	O'Brien	who	headed	up	

the	Colorado	Children's	campaign	and	all	of	these	

entities	were	in	touch	nationally	as	well	as	within	

the	other	states.	So	that	we	were	benefiting	from	

what	you	had	already	learned,	what	you	had	

already	gone	through.	



Ember	Reichgott	Junge:	 05:15	So	you	had	worked	earlier	with	legislation	

on	homeschooling.	You	had	worked	with	open	

enrollment,	and	now	we're	into	the	whole	area	of	

chartering.	Why?	What	was	it	about	chartering	

that	you	thought	was	going	to	be	so	helpful	for	

the	students	in	Colorado?	

Bill	Owens:	 05:32	 Well,	you	know	what,	as	a	western	state,	and	this	

is	probably	not	dissimilar	to	Minnesota,	when	we	

were	a	young	state	and	even	a	territory,	groups	of	

parents	would	get	together	and	create	their	own	

public	school	and	it	didn't	have	to	be	within	a	

district.	It	didn't	have	to	be	within	this	

bureaucracy.	If	well	intentioned	parents	who	care	

about	their	children	more	than	anybody	else	does,	

wanted	to	create	a	school	for	their	children,	that's	

how	in	the	Colorado	territory	you	did	it.		And	over	

time	(we)	created	districts	and	brought	in	this	

bureaucracy.	But	basically	I	wanted	to	go	back	to	

the	days	when	a	hundred	parents	could	get	

together	and	say,	you	know	what?	We're	going	to	

create	our	own	school	because	the	current	model	

doesn't	fit	our	needs.	And	at	the	same	time	I	was	

reading	of	what	you	were	doing.	Um,	Prime	

Minister	Thatcher,	she's	one	of	my	heroes.	She	

was	doing	charter	schools.	I	had	the	opportunity	

to	go	to	Great	Britain	and	visit	some	of	those	

charter	schools	and	I	just	thought,	you	know	

what?	This	is	freedom.	This	is	empowering.	This	is	

innovation.	This	is	what	you	want	to	have	in	a	

bureaucracy	sometimes	that	unfortunately	gets	

pretty	static	and	pretty	stale.	

Ember	Reichgott	Junge:	 06:52	We're	pleased	to	have	some	people	here	

with	us	today	to	hear	all	of	this	in	person.	And	you	

were	just	talking	about	how	the	parents	and	the	

teachers	were	so	interested	in	this.	How	

important	was	it	to	have	outside	groups	like	this?	



And,	as	you	mentioned,	the	Gates	foundation,		

how	important	was	that	in	the	process	of	

chartering?	

Bill	Owens:	 07:14	 We	couldn't	have	done	it	without	them.	The	Gates	

Foundation	with	Charlie	Frolicker	with	so	many	

others,	the	Piton	Foundation,	(and)	we	had	just	

brought	together	the	Children's	Campaign	under	

Barbara's	leadership.	And	while	generally	

Republicans	were	supportive,	a	number	of	my	

Republican	friends,	were	not,	and	we	were	able	to	

get	enough	Democratic	help	from	Governor	

Romer,	from	Representative	Kerns,	from	

Representative	Peggy	Reeves	to	put	us	over	the	

top.	We	couldn't	have	done	it	as	one	party;	my	

own	party	was	split.	In	fact,	some	of	my	toughest	

opponents	on	charter	schools	were,	in	fact,	my	

Republican	friends	in	the	state	Senate	who,	while	

they	were	friends,	were	definitely	against	charter	

schools.	

Ember	Reichgott	Junge:	 08:03	Talk	about	that	because	I'm	a	Democrat	and	

I	have	traditionally	thought	that	the	Democrats	

had	the	harder	road,	if	you	will,	in	passing	

chartering.	So	it's	very	interesting	to	me	to	read		

that	you	came	up	against	a	committee	chair	in	the	

Senate	who	was	not	happy	with	this.	And	so	talk	

about	that	process	and	how	difficult	it	was	for	you	

to	work	through	a	party	that	was	your	own	in	

trying	to	get	this	through.	

Bill	Owens:	 08:30	 Well,	you	have	the	same	experiences	as	a	

Democrat	trying	to	sell	your	own	party	on	it.	You	

know,	within	our	Republican	Party	in	the	1980s	

and	1990s,	we	had	a	lot	of	great	legislators.	One	

of	my	favorites	was	Senator	(Al)	Meiklejohn.	He	

was	a	heroic	figure.		While	I	disagreed	with	

Senator	Meiklejohn	on	a	lot	of	issues	or	on	issues.	



I	always	placed	him	on	a	pedestal	because	of	

World	War	II.	That	guy	had	been	a	bomber	pilot	at	

age	20,	flying	over	Germany.	And	I'm	thinking	

when	I	was	20,	you	know,	I	was	a	sophomore	or	a	

junior	in	college,	I'm	not	worried	about	winning	

the	war.	But	Al	was	very	much	a	believer	in	the	

current	system,	had	been	chairman	of	his	local	

school	board,	had	been	chair	of	the	State	Board	of	

Education.	And	while	he	strongly	believed	he	was	

correct,	there	wasn't	a	lot	of	give	in	terms	of	

choice,	in	terms	of	innovation.	So	year	after	year	

we	lost	our	bills	in	his	committee.	And	as	you	are	

familiar	with	Colorado's	history,	whether	it	was	

choice,	whether	it	was	homeschooling,	year	after		

year,	we	would	lose	until	finally	we'd	pass	it.	My	

function	as	the	Senate	sponsor	of	Senate	Bill	183		

was	frankly	to	get	it	passed	the	Senate	Education	

Committee.	

Ember	Reichgott	Junge:	 09:55	That	was	number	one	priority,	get	it	passed,	

and	then	after	that,	you	can	find	other	ways.	

Bill	Owens:	 09:59	 And	the	floor	was	a	close	vote,	as	you	may	recall	

as	well.	But	we	had	a	four	to	three	Republican	

majority	in	the	Senate	Education	Committee,	but	

Senator	Meiklejohn	as	a	Republican	would	often	

vote	with	our	friends	in	the	Democratic	Party.	So	

we	had	a	nominal	Republican	majority,	but	not	a	

practical	majority	for	reform.	So	it	came	down	to,	

I	had	to	deal	and	negotiate	with	Senator	

Meiklejohn.	

Ember	Reichgott	Junge:	 10:28	So	you	said	you	did	this	a	number	of	years.	

Talk	about	that.	

Bill	Owens:	 10:32	 You	know,	as	I	was	rereading	my	notes	from	all	

that	happened	over	these	years,	and	gosh,	turns	

out	with	Representative	John	Irwin,	we	were	



running	bills	from	the	House,	we	were	running	

them	from	the	Senate.	Peggy	Kerns	was	helping	all	

of	this	team.	And	year	after	year,	we	were	

defeated,	typically	in	Senate	Education	

Committee.	That's	why	I	was	a	member	of	the	

committee.	Senator	Schaefer	was	a	member	of	

the	committee,	but	we	couldn't	get	it	passed.	You	

know,	Al	was,	“Al,	Al	the	teacher's	pal”	was	what	

his	honorific	was,	and	he	did	a	good	job	of	

standing	up	for	what	he	believed	was	right.	But	in	

many	cases	I	was	on	the	other	side.	

Ember	Reichgott	Junge:	 11:17	So	let's	talk	about	that.		Now	we're	into	

1993	and	you're	actually	getting	this	bill,	you	

know,	up	to	the	Education	Committee	and	you	

have	by	this	time	recruited	another	author	and	

you	mentioned	her,	Peggy	Kerns,	Representative	

Peggy	Kerns,	who	was	the	minority	leader	or	the	

Democratic	leader	in	the	House	of	

Representatives.	Talk	about	why	you	thought	it	

was	important	to	have	Representative	Kerns	as	

part	of	this	process.	

Bill	Owens:	 11:42	 Well,	first	of	all,	she	was	an	expert	on	education.	

Her	husband	works	for	the	National	Education	

Association.	She	had	been	a	leader	in	terms	of	

reform	on	education.	Very	well	respected.	I	

wanted	to	make	it	bipartisan	for	all	the	normal	

reasons.	I	needed	Democratic	votes.	And	I	wanted	

this	to	pass	not	as	a	Republican	bill,	but	as	a	

Colorado	bill.	We	also	had	Governor	Romer	very	

active	and	I	wanted	to	be	able	to	give	the	

governor	a	bill	that	he'd	be	comfortable	signing.	

And	it	would	be	easier	for	him	to	sign	a	bill	that	

hadn't	been	rammed	through	a	Republican	

majority,	but	in	fact	represented	the	best	of	

bipartisan	coalition	building.	Peggy	and	I	were	

both	from	Aurora.	Our	districts	were	probably	



adjoining.	My	Senate	district	probably	overlapped	

her	House	district.	We	had	a	lot	in	common	and	

made	a	good	team	as	it	turned	out.	

Ember	Reichgott	Junge:	 12:47	And	once	you	got	started	in	1993	and	they	

had	the	two	of	you	lined	up	to	push	this	bill	

through,	you	were	the	one	to	start	because	you	

knew	you	had	to	have	the	Senate	Education	

Committee.	So	talk	about	that	pathway	and	how	

did	you	ever	get	it	passed	with	Senator	

Meiklejohn?	

Bill	Owens:	 13:06	 Well	you're	correct.	Peggy	and	I	decided	to	start	

the	bill	in	the	Senate	because	that's	where	these	

bills	had	typically	died	and	we	thought	we're	going	

to	put	the	focus	right	at	the	start	right	on	that	

committee	and	put	the	pressure	on	Senator	

Meiklejohn.	Either	allow	the	debate	to	continue,	

or	once	again	defeat	it	the	first	time;	I	believe	I	

had	the	ability	to	take	it	to	a	different	committee,	

had	he	stopped	it	this	time.		I	believe	that	Senator	

Strickland,	the	Senate	president	would	have	

allowed	me	to	go,	and	had	it	been	defeated	

quickly,	it	was	starting	I	think	to	get	embarrassing	

for	many	people	that	year	after	year,	this	one	

committee	killed	every	reform	effort.	And	I	

believe	I	had	a	whole	card,	which	was,	if	you	don't	

work	with	me	on	this,	Senator	Meiklejohn,	it	can	

go	around	you.	And	so	in	talking	to	Al	and	we	

were	in	fact	very	professional	and	actually	friends,	

I	asked	him.	He	was	a	member	of	a	university	club.	

It's	still	open.	It's	an	old	fashioned	Denver	

luncheon	club	that's	about	a	block	from	the	

capitol.	And	he	was	a	member	of	it	and	he	invited	

me	to	lunch	to	talk	over	the	issue.	And	I'll	never	

forget,	I	still	remember	the	table	we	sat	at,	and	

this	has	been	30	years.	And	I	said,	you	know,	

senator,	what	is	it	going	to	take	for	you	to	support	



my	bill,	our	bill?	And	he	said,	I	need	a	limit	on	the	

number	of	years.	We're	going	to	sunset	it	after	

just	five	years.	That	was	crushing.	How	on	earth	

are	you	going	to	get	parents	to	devote	themselves	

to	building	a	school	and	then	have	it	arguably	at	

risk	of	going	away	after	five	years?		His	second	

requirement	was	he	wanted	a	limit	on	the	number	

of	schools	and	that	limit	was	changing	through	the	

process	from	20	to	40	but	roughly	he	wanted	to	

limit	the	number.	And	thirdly,	he	wanted	to	limit	

the	funding	to	85%	maybe	80%	of	the	(funding	

formula).		If	a	regular	public	student	in	that	

district	got	x,	the	public	student	in	the	charter	

school	would	get	0.8	x	and	we	can	ask	Peggy	

Kerns	whether	it	was	80	or	85%	I	forget.	And	

those	were	the	three	dicta	the	three	requirements	

that	he	had.	And	I	knew	that	if	I	got	this	bill	out	of	

his	committee	and	if	I	let	the	process	run,	we	

might	have	a	chance	to	reverse	those.	But	he	did	

ask	for	and	receive	my	commitment	to	not	

reverse	them	in	the	Senate.	And	so	I	agreed.	And	

senator,	you've	been	part	of	this	process.	I	agreed	

to	Senator	Meiklejohn.	If	you	let	this	bill	with	your	

vote	out	of	this	committee	with	your	restrictions,	I	

will	support	those	restrictions	on	the	floor	of	the	

Senate	even	though	I	disagree	with	them.		But	I	

can't	guarantee	what	happens	when	it	comes	

back	from	the	House.	And	so	the	bill	came	out	of	

committee	on	a	four	to	three	vote	after	days	of	

testimony.	And	as	you	know,	senator,	very	few	

bills	take	days	of	testimony;	(usually)	hours,	

sometimes	30	minutes.	But	we	had	two	or	three	

days.	Governor	Romer	came	into	the	committee.	

Very	unusual.	(	Ember:	He	testified	at	the	

committee?		The	Governor	did?)	He	did.	He	did.	

And	we	asked	him	to	and….	



Ember	Reichgott	Junge:	 16:46	The	Republican	author	asked	the	

Democratic	governor	-	this	is	very	interesting.	

Bill	Owens:	 16:48	 And	he	may	have	done	it	in	the	House	as	well.	I	

know	that	in	the	House	he	talked	to	the	

Democratic	Caucus	and	Governor	Romer	is	and	

remains	a	close	friend	of	mine	today.	And	we	

worked	on	issues	like	this	in	a	way	that,	

sometimes	today	we	don't	see.	But	that	bill	came	

out	on	a	four	to	three	vote.	And	then	I	think	you	

know,	the	story	of	what	happened	on	the	floor,	

but,	uh...	

Ember	Reichgott	Junge:	 17:15	Those,	those	compromises	were	in	the	bill	

as	you	just	mentioned.	You	said	you	(would)	

support	it.		And	you’re	going	to	take	it	(onward).	

And	then	what	happened	on	the	floor?	

Bill	Owens:	 17:24	 Well,	it	came	to	the	floor	and	there	were	attempts	

to	take	those	restrictions	off.	True	to	my	

commitment	to	Senator	Meiklejohn,	we	defeated	

those	with	my	support	of	the	defeat,	though	I	was	

in	favor	of	those.	I	had	made	my,	I'd	given	him	my	

word.	And	this	is	the	way	the	legislative	process	

operates.	You	do	keep	your	word.	So	it	came	and	

for	those	who	are	watching	and	viewing	this	later,	

each	bill	that	passes	the	legislature	has	to	go	

through	two	votes.	As	you	know,	Senator,	it	has	

what's	called	a	second	reading	and	that's	a	voice	

vote	or	a	standing	vote.	And	then	a	day	or	two	

later,	it	has	a	third	reading	vote,	which	is	recorded	

by	person,	by	name.	The	wide	ranging	debate	on	

this	bill	was	on	second	reading.	As	you	know,	it's	

less	restricted.	It's	full	flowing.	It's	hours	of	

debate.	I	was	down,	fending	off	amendments,	

managing	the	process	and	you've	been	there	

yourself	and	you're	in	the	middle	of	it	in	a	very	

intense	way.	There's	20	legislators	lining	up	to	



talk.	You're	deciding	in	a	split	second,	am	I	in	favor	

of	this?	Am	I	not?	You're	signaling	to	your	

supporters	how	to	vote	on	this	because	they're	

taking	cues	from	you	because	you're	the	subject	

expert.	And	we	finished	the	debate	and	an	

opponent	of	the	bill	was	in	the	chair.	My	good	

friend,	Senator	Don	Ament,	who	I	put	in	as	

Agriculture	Secretary	in	my	cabinet	for	all	eight	

years.	But	Don	was	a	local	school	board	president	

from	rural	Colorado.	He	didn't	like	charter	schools,	

but	it	doesn't	matter.	You're	still	going	to	be	fair	in	

the	chair.	But	on	our	standing	vote,	I	still	believe	

to	this	day	he,	we,	we	had	a	tie.	He,	he	counted	18	

for	me	and	it's	a	35	members	senate.	So	18	is	a	

majority.		There	was	a	voice	vote	and	then	there's	

a	call	for	division,	which	means	you	have	to	stand.	

When	they	stood	there	is	some	milling	around.	

There's	a	few	people	in	the	back	who	are	not	

members	of	the	legislature.	There	is,	there	are	

legislators	who	were	slow	in	standing	or	sitting.	

And	I	really	believe	as	I	counted,	I	thought,	my	

gosh,	we	don't	have	18	we	have	17	and	he	saw	18	

and	maybe	he's	right,	but	I	knew	and	he,	he,	he	

slammed	the	gavel	and	said	“a	majority	haven	

risen,	the	bill	passes	on	Second	Reading.”	

Ember	Reichgott	Junge:	 20:03	What	would	have	happened	if	it	was	only	

17?	

Bill	Owens:	 20:07	 Well	I	think	what	I	would	have	done	is	switched	

my	vote	so	that	I	was	on	the	prevailing	side.	And	

as	you	know,	under	parliamentary	procedure	you	

having	voted	on	the	prevailing	side	can	move	to	

reconsider.	And	I	would	have	done	that.	I	would	

have	put	our	group	to	work	counting	our	18	votes	

and	then	the	next	day	moved	to	reconsider.	So	it	

doesn't	mean	it	would	have	died,	but	it	possibly	

would	have	died.	



Ember	Reichgott	Junge:	 20:34	But	here	you	went	ahead.	You	got	the	vote	

barely.	Barely.	And	with	an	opponent	in	the	chair.	

And	then	what	was	the	final	vote?	

Bill	Owens:	 20:43	 Final	vote	the	next	day	or	two	days	later.		The	

Colorado	Education	Association	was	strongly	

against	this	bill.	They	formed	a	coalition	and	they	

were	putting	everything	against	it,	but	they	

decided	to	give	up	in	the	Senate	and	focus	on	the	

House.	So	when	the	Senate,	the	next	day	when	

the	bill	came	up,	this	allowed	senators	who	were	

on	the	fence	or	didn't	want	to	oppose	charter	

schools	to	vote	for	it.	So	the	next	day	it	passed	24	

to	eight,	but	the	real	vote	was	roughly	18	to	17.	

(Ember:	Wow!)		And	then	that	takes	it	over	to	

Peggy	Kerns’	ballpark.	

Ember	Reichgott	Junge:	 21:26	And	before	we	get	there,	I	just,	I	want	to	go	

back	to	this,	this	is	fascinating.	And	by	the	way,	in	

Minnesota,	the	key	vote	that	you're	talking	about	

was	three	votes	it	passed	by.	It's	always	very,	very	

close	it	seems.	Now	you've	had	this	debate	on	the	

Senate	floor,	but	we	haven't	really	talked	about	

why--what	is	your	definition	of	chartering?	What	

were	you	telling	your	colleagues	about	what	this	

would	do	and	how	it	would	actually	develop?	

What’s	the	philosophy	behind	it	that	you	shared	

with	your	colleagues?	

Bill	Owens:	 21:58	 You	know	what	my	main	points	were,	were	the	

following;	that	nothing	in	the	Colorado	

constitution,	nothing	really	had	set	up	this	

requirement	that	we	have	to	have	new	public	

schools	only	through	a	school	district.	Why	not	

have	single	school	districts?	And	that's	actually	

where	this	idea	had	started	even	years	earlier--		

would	be	allowing	new	public	school	districts	

consisting	of	one	school.	And	it	just	made	such	



rational	sense	that	in	a	system	where	everybody's	

paying	into	it,	why	do	you	have	one	size	fits	all	

and	why	not	allow	diversity	and	change	and	

experimentation	where	parents	are	willing	to	put	

their	time	and	effort	into	building	new	public	

school	models.	So	it	was	freedom,	it	was	choice,	it	

was	empowerment.	We	reached	out.	We	had	the	

deaf	community	involved	because	they	wanted	to	

have	a	charter	school	that	focused	on	those	with	

hearing	needs.	We	had	African	American	backers	

who	wanted	schools	in	their	communities	that	

more	met	their	needs.	And	we	just	built	a	big	

coalition	around	freedom	and	choice	and	

improvement	just	as	you	did	in	Minnesota.	

Ember	Reichgott	Junge:	 23:22	And	at	the	same	time	you	were	talking	

about	all	of	the	opponents	and	the	fact	that	there	

was	a	great	deal	of	testimony	against	it,	in	the	

Education	Committee	and	certainly	those	

arguments	were	coming	up	on	the	floor,	I'm	sure,	

on	the	Senate	floor.	Talk	about	some	of	those	

arguments.	What	were	the	key	arguments	against	

it	at	the	time?	

Bill	Owens:	 23:43	 Probably	again,	the	same	ones	that	you	saw	in	

Minnesota,	the	same	ones	we	saw	in	California;	

we're	not	spending	enough	on	public	education	

right	now.	It's	going	to	take	money	from	our	

existing	system	and	subsidize	these	new	students.	

It's	going	to	be	inefficient.	It's	going	to	not	have	

the	same	rules.	It's	not	going	to	have	the	

protections.	Teachers	may	not	have	to	be	in	the	

union.	Will	they	pay	into	the	pension	plan?	The	

real	concern	was	the	fact	that	these	were	going	to	

be	competitive	to	their	model.	That	K	through	12	

had	a	model.	You	lived	in	this	neighborhood,	you	

went	to	that	school	and	all	of	a	sudden	you'd	have	

a	new	school	that	might	be	focusing	on	math	and	



science	and	this	school	would	go	out	to	that	

existing	base.	And	so,	you	know,	you're	not	really	

satisfied,	for	example,	with	the	math	and	science	

at	Aurora	Middle	School.	Come	to	our	school.	And	

competition,	whether	you	are…..	General	Motors	

would	prefer	not	to	have	to	compete	with	Ford,	

but	they	have	to.	Well,	some	of	our	K	through	12	

schools	would	prefer	to	keep	these	kids	as,	as	

chattel	as	they	have	to	go	here	because	this	is	

their	only	alternative.	We	were	opening	up	that	

model.	

Ember	Reichgott	Junge:	 25:08	You	know,	you've	talked	about	how	the	

teachers’	unions	opposed	it,	but	then	there	was	

even	before	you	took	the	bill	forward,	a	meeting	

here	in	Colorado,	where	Al	Shanker	spoke,	just	as	

he	did	in	Minnesota.	And	I	believe	that	meeting	

was	an	‘89	here.	Maybe	I'm	wrong,	but	in	any	

event,	he	was	here.	So	how	did	that	influence	it?	

Bill	Owens:	 25:30	 It	was	a	huge	help.	And	when	I	said	the	teachers	

unions,	80%	of	Colorado's	teachers	are	in	the	

National	Education	Association,	which	is	the	

Colorado	Education	Association.	Probably	10%	are	

in	the	American	Federation	of	Teachers,	and	at	

the	time	under	Al	Shanker's	leadership.	He	was	

president	of	the	AFT.	At	the	time,	the	AFT	was	the	

reformist	element	within	K	through	12.	Within	the	

two	unions,	they	were	trying	to	be	more	

competitive,	trying	to	be	more	open	to	change,	

trying	to	in	fact	be	more	open	to	reform.	Al	

Shanker	was	a	huge	help	because	we	did	have,	

and	thanks	for	the	reminder,	after	these	many	

years,	we	did	have	the	support	of	the	AFT,	the	

American	Federation	of	teachers.	We	did.	They	

weren't	very	big	here,	but	the	AFT	supported	us	

here.	And	we	can	incidentally	fact	check	that	with	

Peggy	Kerns	who,	always	was	the,	best	fact	



checker	on	charter	schools.	Kathy	Saidi	(sp?)	was	

their	lobbyist	and	I	think	they	were	supportive.	

Ember	Reichgott	Junge:	 26:47	I	do	recall	at	this	meeting	that	you	had,	I	

think	it	was	created	by	one	of	the	foundations	or	

whatever.	So	they	were	helping	to	bring	people	

together.	And	I	know	that	Ted	Kolderie	from	

Minnesota	came	and,	Gary	Hart	came	from	

California.	Again,	you're	getting	the	input	from	the	

other	states	and	I	was	there.	So	that	was		another	

meeting	where	I	was	there	early	on	with	Peggy	

Kerns.	That	meeting	helped	to	frame	it.	

Bill	Owens:	 27:13	 It	really	did.	We	benefited	so	much	from	what	Ted	

did	and	what	was	happening	nationally	with	Mr	

Nathan	and	others.		They	provided	the	intellectual	

and	ideological	firepower	behind	us.	This	wasn't	

just	Colorado	coming	up	with	this	new	idea.	This	

was,	we	were	the	tip	of	the	sword	right	behind	

Minnesota	and	California.	But	we	had	a	lot	of	

intellectual	firepower	behind	us,	including	again,	

you	know,	I	was	able	to	go	to	my	fellow	

conservatives	and	say,	this	is	Margaret	Thatcher.	

This	is	what	she's	doing	in	the	UK.	Where	in	the	

UK,	the	labor	dominated	city	councils	literally	

were	the	school	boards,	and	her	vision	in	the	UK	

was,	we're	not	going	to	let	these	labor	dominated	

city	councils	dominate	K	through	12.	So	those	

local	schools	could	request	a	national	charter	

from	in	essence	the	federal	government	to	bypass	

the	city	council	or	what	were	called	council	

schools.	And	so,	you	know,	we	had	a	lot	going	on	

in	the	mid	to	late	1980s	with	your	leadership.	So	

many	others	that	we	were	effectuating	in	these	

other	states.	

Ember	Reichgott	Junge:	 28:32	So	the	story	goes,	now	you've	passed	the	

Senate.		And	you	had	people	(vote)	because	they	



thought	it	was	going	to	get	sort	of	fixed	up	in	the	

House	or	you	know,	that	it	wasn't	going	to	stay	

that	bad	or	whatever.	We	go	over	to	the	House	of	

Representatives	and	now	Representative	Kerns	

takes	the	lead.	Tell	me	what	happens	then.	

Bill	Owens:	 28:57	 Well,	Peggy,	who's	also,	you	know,	obviously	part	

of	this	program,	can	do	a	much	better	job	of	

describing	the	daily	in	and	out,	but	it	was	a	war	

and	she	had	the	same	forces	that	I	had	faced	in	

the	Senate.	They	were	coalescing	because	now	for	

the	first	time	in	history	a	reform	bill	had	actually	

made	it	out	of	the	Senate.	Usually	our	pattern	had	

been,	we	started	in	the	House,	go	up	against	that	

Meiklejohn	wall	and	be	defeated.	This	time	we	

confronted	that	issue	first	and,	and	worked	with	

him.	We	didn't	defeat	him.	We	worked	with	him		

and	got	it	out	of	there	to	where	now	we're	free	to	

improve	it	in	the	House.	And	that's	what	Peggy	

did.	Representative	Kerns	went	and	put	back	in	

some	of	those	things	I	had	had	to	take	out	and	she	

was	challenged.	She	had	an	illness	in	the	family,	

missed	a	key	vote	where	her	Democratic	

colleague	and	our	friend	Representative	Peggy	

Reeves	of	Fort	Collins	stepped	in	and	pushed	it	

across	with	two	other	great	state	representatives,	

Representative	Norma	Anderson	and	

Representative	Vickie	Agler.	They	had	this	team	

with	Governor	Romer,	(who	was)	really	involved	

in	the	House	as	well	in	a	beneficial	way.	He	took	

direct	action	and	pushed	some	votes	our	way	as	

well.	

Ember	Reichgott	Junge:	 30:20	Now	in	the	end,	there	are	only	about	five	or	

six	Democrats	who	voted	for	it.	Those	were	the	

key.	And	what	did	you	think	when	it	passed	the	

House?	



Bill	Owens:	 30:32	 It	was,	I	was	ecstatic.	I	mean	we	had	it	passed	the	

Senate,	we	had	it	passed	the	House	(but)	as	you	

know,	as	a	legislator,	that's	not,	that	doesn't	mean	

you’re	passed,	you	still	have	to	go	back.	The	

Senate	has	to	either	accept	the	House	

amendments	or	the	Senate	has	to	say,	we	stand	

on	our	own	or	we	go	to	conference	committee.	So	

the	bill	still	had	a	ways	to	go,	but	having	had	a	

majority	of	each	chamber	on	record	supporting	it	

gave	us	great	hope.	

Ember	Reichgott	Junge:	 31:01	And	then	you	went	into	conference?	

Bill	Owens:	 31:03	 You	know,	this	is	where	you'll	have	to	ask....	

Ember	Reichgott	Junge:	 31:06	That's	all	right.	It	ultimately	passed.	Talk	

about	how	it	looked	when	it	passed.	What	in	it	

was	in	your	view,	truly	a	part	of	the	original	

chartering	idea,	what	was	good.	And	then	what	

were	the	vulnerabilities	of	that	law?	

Bill	Owens:	 31:24	 We	had	some	vulnerabilities.	We	had	kept	in	a	

limit	on	the	number	of	schools.	We	had	kept	in	a	

limit	on	the	funding.	Incidentally,	when	I	became	

governor,	we	took	out	the	limit	on	funding	and	I	

think	the	limit	on	schools	had	exited	earlier.	I	

believed	as,	I	think	you	believe	that	once	you	

could	get	this	started,	you	were	going	to	create	

constituencies	and	I	mean	this	is	where	the	

League	of	Colorado	Charter	Schools	came	in	and	

is,	has	protected	us	so	often.		Because	I	believe	

that	once	we	had	schools	set	up	and	functioning,	

those	parents,	they’re	going	to	be	all	in	and	they	

were	going	to	be,	to	provide	the	grassroots	

support	we	needed	to	protect,	defend	and	

promote	charter	schools.	That's	exactly	what	

happened	with	the	leadership	of	Jim	Griffin,		with	

the	Independence	Institute	coming	in	with	John	



Andrews,	who	later	became	Senate	President.	We	

never	took	a	step	back.	We	took	that	first	bill,	

which	had	quite	a	bit	of	good	in	it,	including	the	

fact	that	if	you	were	turned	down	by	your	local	

school	district,	you	could	go	to	the	state	board	of	

education	and	they	could	grant	the	charter.	That	

was	a	key.	Otherwise	we	would	have	done	all	of	

this	work,	only	to	have	the	same	school	districts	

have	the	hearing	and	then	say,	no,	we're	not	

going	to	grant	you	the	charter.	So	we,	with	Peggy	

Kerns	leading	the	way	and	then	me	getting	it	

passed	again	in	the	Senate,	we	were	able	to	get	a	

state	board	override	of	a	local	school	district	

decision	and	as	you	know	that's	a	big	deal.	Local	

control,	what	do	you	mean	those	state	

bureaucrats	are	going	to	turn	us	down?	We	know	

best,	but	we	were	able	to	get	that,	and	then	a	

year	or	two	later	we	had	to	use	it.	And	once	the	

state	board	stepped	in	over	the	objection	of	a	

local	school	district	(and)	said	this	is	a	good	

application.	It	meets	the	criteria	of	the	law;	we	

will	approve	it.	That's	what	really	allowed	charter	

schools	to	have	the	flexibility	in	Colorado	to	be	as	

successful	as	they	are	today.	

Ember	Reichgott	Junge:	 33:34	It	took	us	two	years	to	get	that	state	board	

appeal	in	Minnesota	so	I	know	exactly	what	you're	

talking	about	and	how	critical	that	is.	But	then	you	

really	did	test	it	several	years	later.	There	were	

several	times	where	the	state	board	did	have	to	

help	set	the	tone	that	this	is	real.	Districts	are	

going	to	have	to	take	this	seriously.	What	do	you	

think	about	that?	

Bill	Owens:	 33:56	 It	was	just	a	key.	Thanks.	The	State	Board	of	

Education	in	Colorado	is	elected	and	so	these	are	

not	appointed	officials	who	are	overruling	the	

decisions	of	locally	elected	officials.	They	too	are	



elected	and	they	bring	a	statewide	perspective	

and	one	of	their	charges	is	enforcing	state	law.	

Some	districts	don't	like	testing.	Some	districts	

don't	like	tenure.	Some	districts	don't	like	other	

state	laws,	but	it's	up	to	the	state	Board	of	

Education	to	enforce	state	law	and	to	work	with	

the	attorney	general	to	make	sure	that	the	

districts	do	what	the	law	says.	And	in	this	case,	

the	law	said	you	shall	grant	a	charter	if	the	

following	occurs	and	they	would	look	at	that	

evidence	and	in	a	number	of	cases	they	overruled	

the	local	district.	That's	what	helped	us	just	as	it	

has	in	Minnesota.		

Ember	Reichgott	Junge:	 34:50	One	of	the	things	I	found	interesting	in	the	

Colorado	history	is	the	diversity	of	people	and	

constituencies	that	were	actually	behind	the	bill	

as	you	were	bringing	it	through	the	legislature.	I'd	

like	you	to	talk	about	that.	

Bill	Owens:	 35:03	 Well,	we	had	a	great	team	of	men	and	women	

from	the	center,	even	from	the	left	and	from	the	

right.	I	can't	say	enough	about	what	the	

foundations	did	in	providing	some	of	the	

monetary	support	to	have	these	conferences	that	

brought	in	these	experts	to	Colorado,	the	Gates	

Foundation,	the	Piton	Foundation,	the	leadership	

of	Barbara	O'Brien	at	the	Colorado	Children's	

campaign,	who	because	of	her	leadership	and	that	

organization,	we	were	on	the	side	of	the	children.	

Typically	that's	what	our	friends	on	the	other	side	

of	these	debates	say,	“we	represent	the	kids.”	We	

knew	that	we	were	on	the	side	of	the	kids,	but	

having	the	Colorado	Children's	campaign	officially	

on	our	team,	hiring	lobbyists,	that	was	hugely	

important	because	Senator	as	you	know,	you	and	I	

as	sponsors	don't	have	the	time	to	talk	to	

everybody	and	count	votes	and	make	the	



argument	singularly	with,	you	know,	in	Colorado's	

case,	a	hundred	state	legislators.	So	the	lobbying	

team	did	and	they	were	great	and	you	know,	

these	foundations	were	not	necessarily	

conservative.	In	fact,	I	don't	think	they	have	an	

ideology.	They	were	just	in	favor	of	the	children.	

Ember	Reichgott	Junge:	 36:24	Looking	back	on	this	process	now,	25	years	

later,	what	do	you	think	are	the	lessons	learned	

from	that	for	policymakers	of	today?	

Bill	Owens:	 36:35	 That's	a	good	question.	I	look	back	at	the	way	we	

work	together	with	two	parties	just	as	you	did	in	

Minnesota,	the	way	we	had	a	Democratic	

governor	joining	frankly	against	the	leading	

education	union	in	the	state.	I	don't	know	that	

that	would	happen	as	easily	today.	In	those	days,		

I	had	a	challenge	in	my	own	party	with	my	friend	

Al	Meiklejohn,	and	Don	Ament,	and	Senator	Dave	

Wattenberg.	These	were	stellar	Republicans	who	

were	very	much	against	charter	schools.	But	we	

had	Democrats	like	Peggy	Reeves	and	Peggy	Kerns	

and,	and	many	others	who	also	went	against	their	

own	base,	which	is	the	teachers’	union.	Lesson	

learned	was	you	have	to	work	together	to	make	

something	happen.	Unfortunately,	maybe	today	

we're	not	doing	that	as	much	as	we	used	to.	

Charter	schools	have	incredibly,	at	least	incredibly	

to	me,	become	partisan,	where	almost	all	my	

Democratic	friends	are	against	them.	Whereas	we	

wouldn't	have	charter	schools	without	Governor	

Romer	and,	and	Representative	Kerns.	

Ember	Reichgott	Junge:	 37:50	Which	is	why	we're	doing	these	videos	for	

the	National	Charter	Schools	Founders	Library.		So	

we	can	address	the	myths	and	we	can	play	up	the	

fact	that	they	were	very	bipartisan	in	all	of	the	

states.	Right.	And,	that	you	are	an	example	of	



that.	So	we've	talked	about	over	the	last	25	years.		

Going	into	the	future,	what	can	we	do	differently	

in	the	future	to	make	these	successful?	Obviously	

they're	going	through	a	lot	of	controversy	now	in	

various	states.	What	are	your	suggestions	for	the	

future?	

Bill	Owens:	 38:22	 Well,	you	know,	charter	schools	have	

unfortunately	become	political	and	it's	not	

because	of	the	schools.	It's	frankly	I	believe	

because	of	the	opponents	of	the	schools,	the	

teachers	unions,	remain	committed,	and	I	think	

the	AFT	today	is	against	charters.	I	don't	follow	

their	national	conventions	annually,	but	I	believe	

they	are.	Am	I	correct?	Is	the	AFT,	has	it	shifted	its	

position?	

Ember	Reichgott	Junge:	 38:52	No,	there	have	been	a	number….	in	fact,	

what	I	can	say	in	Minnesota,	there	is	the	first	

union-initiated	charter	school	authorizer	actually	

active	in	Minnesota.		

Bill	Owens:	 39:02	 Yeah,	that's,	that's	great	news.	You	know,	I	think	

what	we	need	to	do	to	expand	and	protect	

charter	schools	is	make	sure	that	their	successes	

are	noticed	(and)	that	the	parents	are	mobilized.	

We	live	in	a	great	representative	democracy	and	

these	legislators,	like	whether	you're	former	

senators	like	we	are	or	the	current	legislators,	

they	listen	to	their	constituents	and	if	their	

constituents	come	to	them	and	say,	this	school's	

meeting	our	needs,	defend	it!,	those	legislators	

will	have	to	listen	to	those	parents	as	well	as	listen	

to	the	union.	And	so	I	think	it's	up	to	us	as	charter	

school	supporters	to	do	what	you're	doing	today	

and	on	a	fulltime	basis.	And	that	is	get	the	word	

out	and	then	organize.		And	we	do	need	to	have	

the	support	of	the	parents	and	also	the	



foundations	so	that	we	can	protect	ourselves	

frankly	from	the	other	side,	which	is	well	

resourced	and	very	motivated.	

Ember	Reichgott	Junge:	 40:06	Well	to	that	point	I	was	making	earlier,	

making	the	point	that	some	within	the	AFT	have	

seen	this	as	an	opportunity	for	teachers	because	it	

does	empower	teachers.	And	that	was	as	a	

Democrat	why	I	was	involved	in	all	of	this.	But	no,	

there	is	still	in	many	states,	still	much	opposition	

by	the	unions	and	by	the	AFT	and	both	unions.	So	

I	think	your	point	is	well	taken	about	how	we	can	

bring	our	constituencies	in.	What	about	the	

messaging?	What	can	we	do	with	the	messaging	

to	make	it	something	that	is	received	better	by	

the	public?	Because	as	you	know,	many	people	in	

the	public	think	they	are	still	private	schools	for	

example.	Right?	

Bill	Owens:	 40:45	 Yeah.	It's	interesting	that	in	a	time	when	we	value	

choice	in	every	other	sphere,	whether	it's	choice	

in	our	telephone	carriers	or	choice	in	media,	

whether	you	can	cut	the	cable	or	not,	choice	is	in	

fact	dominant	in	American	culture--except	in	K	

through	12.	And	we	need	to	tie	this	to,	I	always	

called	it	public	school	choice	and	I,	I,	you	know,	

while	I	am	personally	in	favor	of	vouchers,	actually	

pushed	a	bill	through,	we	passed	it	only	to	have	

the	Supreme	Court,	in	my	opinion	with	respect,	by	

mistake,	use	the	Blaine	amendment	to	throw	it	

out.	I	would	always	say	this	is	within	the	public	

framework.	These	are	public	schools.	They	just	

have	a	different	governance	structure	and	we	can	

love	our	public	schools.	Our	own	children	went	to	

K	through	12	public	schools,	all	39	years	of	their	

schooling	within	K	through	12	plus	kindergarten.	

And	so,	I'm	not	opposed.	I,	I'm	in	favor.	In	fact,	I'm	

more	in	favor	of	public	schools	than	some	of	my	



friends	in	the	unions	who	in	fact	are	in	favor	of	

just	the	current	situation.	I,	I'm	in	favor	of	the	kids	

like	you	are.		

Ember	Reichgott	Junge:	 42:07	So	when	you	were	governor,	and	please	tell	

me	the	dates	you	were	governor	again?	

Bill	Owens:	 42:10	 1999	through	2007.	So	it's	been	a	while.	

Ember	Reichgott	Junge:	 42:15	What	did	you	do	then	while	you	were	

governor	to	continue	the	path	of	chartering?	

Bill	Owens:	 42:20	 You	know,	I'll	have	to	go	back	into	my	memory	

bank.	We	took	away	the	funding	limit.	I	think	we	

may	have	raised	it	to	95%,	but	my	current	friends	

can	correct	me.	I	know	we	moved	it	off	that	80	

and	85%	up	to	either	95%	or	to	equivalency.	We,	

took	away	some	of	the	other	restrictions.	We	

allowed	for	capital	funding	through	the	local	

school	districts,	capital	fund	of	charter	schools.	As	

you	know,	a	lot	of	times	there	is	a	capital	issue	in	

terms	of	our	friends	in	the	traditional	public	

schools	have	their	buildings	paid	for	by	the	bonds.	

And	yet	we	within	our	charter	schools	have	to	

rent	an	empty	Sears	store	or	build	our	own	at	our	

own	expense.	So	we	allowed	for	these	public	

charter	schools	to	access	those	funding.	Did	a	lot	

more	in	home	schooling.	Home	schooled	kids	can	

actually	go	to	PE,	they	can	go	to	chemistry	class	in	

the	K	through	12.	But	we	continued	in	a	number	

of	ways	though	I	would	have	to	review	my	notes	

to	give	you	a	more	efficient	summary.	

Ember	Reichgott	Junge:	 43:40	So	I	just	have	two	more	questions	for	you.	

And	the	first	is	this,	over	the	years	now,	chartering	

has	had	its	ups	and	downs,	has	chartering	met	

your	expectations	and	if	so,	how?	And	where	has	

it	not	met	your	expectations?	



Bill	Owens:	 43:58	 Really	has	met	my	expectations.	I	hear	about	

charter	schools	across	Colorado	almost	every	day	

in	almost	any	forum	where	they	are	mentioned	

and	you	know,	Governor	Owens	was	a	sponsor	of	

the	bill.	They'll	tell	me	stories	about	what's	

happened	in	charter	schools,	whether	it's	the	

Cherry	Creek	Academy,	Littleton	Academy,	which	

is	six	blocks	from	my	home,	I	pass	it	daily	and	see	

those	kids.	And	as	I	pass	it,	I'm	proud	of	the	work	

that	you	and	I	and	so	many	others	did	because	in	

hundreds	of	schools	across	the	state,	they	are	

meeting	and	exceeding	expectations.	Sometimes	

we	have	a	failure.	It's	generally	well	publicized.	

My	response	to	that	is	I	wish	that	our	regular	

public	schools,	when	they	failed,	had	the	same	

sanctions	put	on	them,	but	in	fact	on	that	system,	

they	just	continue.	Our	charter	schools	fail	

occasionally.	That's	part	of	the	system.	That's	the	

great	strength	of	charter	schools.	They	are	not	

given	a	lifetime	entitlement	to	educate	regardless	

of	output.	We	require	them	to	do	well	or	they	lose	

their	base.	So	they've	met	my	expectations.	I	wish	

they	weren't	as	political	as	they	are	today.	It	

seems	to	me	that	we	went	through	a	period	when	

President	Bill	Clinton	and	when	a	lot	of	our	

national	leadership,	especially	in	the	Democratic	

Party	were	in	favor	of	them.	Used	to	be	that	you'd	

hear	national	Democratic	leaders	saying,	I'm	not	

being	partisan	today,	but	you'd	hear	them	say,	

you	know,	I'm	against	vouchers,	but	I	am	in	favor	

of	charter	schools.	That’s	starting	to	get	a	little	

narrower,	a	little	bit	more	dicey	for	some	of	my	

friends	in	the	other	party,	but	overall	really	proud	

of	what	Minnesota	led	the	way	in	doing	and	really	

proud	of	what	Colorado	has	done	in	our	own	

right.	



Ember	Reichgott	Junge:	 46:00	Now	today,	unfortunately	the	messaging	is	

getting	a	little	confused	with	the	current	

administration	with	President	Trump’s	current	

Secretary	of	Education.	I	think	a	lot	of	people	are	

conflating	private	school	vouchers	with	

chartering.		As	an	influential	Republican,	what	is	

your	take	on	the	current	administration's	role	in	

chartering	and	on	what	would	you	would	like	

them	to	be	doing?	

Bill	Owens:	 46:25	 You	know,	I'm	a	big	fan	of	Betsy	DeVos.	I	knew	her	

years	ago	as	a	young	state	legislator	backing	

reform	initiatives.	I	haven't	followed	the	national	

education	issue	over	the	last	year	and	a	half	or	

two	years	really	enough	to	knowledgeably	

comment	on	what	I	would	advise	her	to	do	

differently.	I	know	that	President	Trump	a	lot	of	

times	has	a	confused	message.	I	think	that	Betsy	

DeVos	has	been	brutalized	unfairly	for	wanting	

choice	and	for	wanting	more	empowerment	to	

parents	and	to	students.	But	having	said	that,	I	

couldn't	go	through	the	issues	where	I'd	want	her	

to	do	better	or	where	I	might	be	critical	just	

because	I	follow	the	George	W.	Bush	model	of	

politics	and	that	is	once	my	time	is,	is	over,	it's	not	

my	job	to	stay	in	and	critique	though	I	do	try	to	

remain	knowledgeable	and	do	offer	advice	when	

asked.	

Ember	Reichgott	Junge:	 47:30	So	just	two	last	questions.	The	first	is,	so	

what	most	surprised	you	during	this	whole	

process	about	chartering	from	the	very	beginning	

when	you	were	just	starting	this	process	to	now,	

25	years?	What's	the	biggest	surprise	to	you?	

Bill	Owens:	 47:44	 Wasn't	a	surprise,	but	the	biggest	disappointment,	

because	I	had	seen	it	from	my	first	days	as	a	

young	state	legislator,	was	the	power	of	the	other	



side.	And	again,	my	approach	is	you	can	win	more	

with	a	smile	and	working	with	somebody	than	you	

can	by	hammering.	But	boy,	sometimes	our	

friends	on	the	other	side,	they're	not	really	

thinking	of	the	children	and	it's	a	shame,	and	they	

may	think	they're	thinking	of	the	children.	But	on	

charter	schools,	this	was	a	no	brainer.	Let	parents	

who	want	to	be	involved	in	their	children's	

education	create	and	manage	their	own	public	

schools	within	the	public	space.	And	that	seems	to	

me	to	be	something	that	should	be	so	simple	to	

articulate	and	effectuate.	And	it	hasn't	been,	but	

luckily	because	of	good	people	on	both	sides	of	

the	aisle,	we've	been	able	to	do	it.	And	it's	going	

to	continue	because	it's	the	right	idea.	It's	a	good	

idea.	And	it	works.	So	we'll	have	temporary	

setbacks.	But	50	years	from	now	we're	going	to	be	

looking	back	from	wherever	we	are.		And	those	

who	are	here,	we'll	be	able	to	say,	you	know,	that	

was	a	great	idea	and	it's	really	worked	well.	

Ember	Reichgott	Junge:	 49:01	Well,	I	really	want	to	thank	you	Governor	

Owens	for	sitting	for	this	interview.	This	is	an	oral	

history	that	will	be	part	of	the	National	Charter	

Schools	Founders	Library.		We	are	excited	that	

Colorado	is	the	third	state	and	that	we're	going	to	

be	able	to	capture	this	story,	which	is	just	really	

fascinating.	And	Governor	Owens,	before	we	end,	

I	just	have	one	question	left	for	you.	What	else	is	

it	that	you	want	to	say	to	those	of	us	in	the	

chartering	community	or	in	the	audience	or	in	the	

public	today	that	you	haven't	said	or	maybe	just	

some	wisdom	for	the	future?	

Bill	Owens:	 49:35	 No	senator,	no	wisdom.	But	what	I	will	do	is	just	

thank	all	who	are	helping	continue	this	important	

movement.	This	is	a	progressive	movement	done	

for	the	right	reasons	and	if	it	were	easy	we	



wouldn't	have	to	be	working	as	hard	as	we	are,	

but	nobody	ever	said	it	was	going	to	be	easy.	But	

really	what's	at	stake	are	our	children	and	their	

futures.	And	that's	why	I	don't	like	to	call	it	a	fight.	

But	that's	why	this	effort	is	so	worth	being	

involved	with.	Many	of	you	have	given	up	

thousands	of	hours	and	monetary	resources	and	

you've	had	to	get	down	and	occasionally	get	into	

some	arguments,	but	this	is	on	behalf	of	a	greater	

idea.	And	that	greater	idea	is	one	that	we	should	

all	be	proud	of.	So	thanks	to	all	of	you	for	helping	

make	this	possible.	And	thank	you,	Senator.	

Ember	Reichgott	Junge:	 50:29	And	thank	you.	And	I	just	want	to	thank	the	

National	Charter	Schools	Institute	for	allowing	us	

to	do	this	oral	history	today	and	the	National	

Charter	Schools	Founders	Library.	I'm	Ember	

Reichgott	Junge.	I	am	the	lead	for	the	library.	And	

thank	you	Governor	Owens	for	the	leadership	you	

have	given	for	many,	many	years	in	education	and	

in	chartering	because	Colorado	really	does	have	a	

strong	law	and	some	wonderful	charter	schools.	

Bill	Owens:	 50:57	 Great	to	welcome	you	to	Colorado.	Thank	you.	

	


