
The Opt Out Florida Network Candidate 
Survey 

By completing this survey,  you agree to allow The Opt Out Florida Network to publish the results to our 
network group and state pages. This will not reflect an "endorsement" but serves to inform us, and our 
membership, about who you are as a candidate on issues important to us.   You can find more about our 
work here:  https://theoptoutfloridanetwork.wordpress.com/ 

* Required 

What is your name? * 

Billy Townsend 

What office are you running for? (include name of office, city, district 
and counties included if a state office) * 

Polk County School Board District 1 

What is your email address? * 

campaign@billytownsend.com 

What is your public phone number? * 

862-209-4037 

If you have a campaign website or Facebook page provide them here. 
* 

billytownsend.com and FB -- Billy Townsend for School Board District 1 

https://theoptoutfloridanetwork.wordpress.com/
https://theoptoutfloridanetwork.wordpress.com/


Have you run for this office before? * 

 
no 

Have you run for political office before? If so, what office and what 
were the results? * 

No 

What organizations are you a part of and what is your role? 

Co-founder Citizens for Better Educational Leadership (CBEL); Lakeland Kiwanis, board 

member and chairman of scholarship committee; coach for multiple youth sports 

organizations; Florida Historical Society 

What is the role of public education in our society? * 

To help students develop the knowledge, curiosity, and judgement that make for 

outstanding citizens. 

What is your campaign message? * 

I want to transform the Polk educational experience. That means creating a culture of 

service at the district level; reducing the testing burden substantially; and enabling 

loving, challenging classrooms; and begin to intelligently and carefully challenge state 

mandates that harm our kids. For too long, we have forgotten or refused to pay 

attention to how students, teachers, and parents experience education. We need to 

restore the experience. 

What is your top priority if you win this election and how will you hold 
yourself accountable to your constituents? * 



My immediate priority is several key personnel changes that re-orient district culture 

toward service to schools and parents. 

Do you have experience in the field of education? What have you done 
to support public education? * 

All of my children have attended -- do attend -- public schools. I have volunteered at 

schools and led the Lakeland Kiwanis scholarship committee for deserving high 

schools seniors. The citizens group I co--founded, Citizens for Better Educational 

Leadership (CBEL), forced the resignation of our dysfunctional former superintendent 

and opened a new era of possibility. 

How should we be using tests in our schools? Do we need more or 
less testing? Please explain. * 

Less testing. One annual test should focus strictly on reading and math. And scores at 

the school level should be measured against predicted scores based on enrollment 

characteristics. This could be used to identify specific schools as underachieving or 

over achieving based on their enrollments. Other assessments should be strictly used to 

track student progress by school officials. They should not he punitive or used to 

evaluate teachers. 

What policies do you propose to improve public education under your 
jurisdiction? (i.e. Legislation or Student Progression Plans) * 

Short-term policies include:  

 

Change the name and purpose of the Assessment, Accountability and Evaluation Office. 

It will become the Office of Data, Testing, and Teacher support. Accountability belongs 

at the classroom and school level, with teachers and principals. Data professionals 



assist the people who do the vital work of education. They should not judge or evaluate 

them. 

 

Track and publish student retention (excluding children who change addresses) and 

teacher vacancies at every school. Study and reward the schools that best create an 

experience that keeps their kids and avoids teacher shortages. 

 

Work with local institutions and economic development officials to create and fund an 

Education Technology Experience officer. Education technology is big business, with 

potential for fraud and error. We need a dedicated expert who can help us make smart 

choices. 

 

Begin developing an official recess policy consistent with American Pediatric 

Association recommendations. 

 

Engage ESE parents and students to address concerns in a systematic way. Emphasize 

support, training, research based interventions, and quality assurance. The Polk 

Experience includes the most vulnerable and at risk students. 

 

Longer term policies include: 

 

Pursue funding and staff structures for Polk Schools administrative costs that push 

more money and educators closer to the classroom. 

 

Talk honestly about segregation — by race, class, type of school, and test score. 

 

---- How do we diminish it? 

 

---- If we can’t diminish it, how can a unique Polk experience reduce the harm it causes 



— through increased resources, teacher recruitment, or other approaches? 

 

Develop voluntary screenings and intervention strategies for children with high levels of 

early childhood stress. Studies show toxic stress is a powerful predictor of struggles in 

school. 

 

Survey children and teachers annually about the quality of the classroom experience. 

 

Prepare an alternative model of assessment and accountability that is smarter and 

more humane than the state’s. If we have a model ready to “opt-in” to, we’ll be better 

positioned to seize political opportunities for change at the state level. 

Do you support school choice/charters/vouchers? Please explain. * 

Those are different issues. I do not object to charter schools in principle. I do, object, 

strenuously, to enrollment curation. Charters and magnets are often guilty of this, 

particularly wealthy charters. However, I think this is he wrong question to ask. Charters 

and magnets and special schools aren't going away any time soon. In the battle 

between choice and integration, choice has won for now.  How do we provide quality 

and respect for everyone in a world where choice is more popular than integration. That 

is the great challenge of modern public education. I do not support vouchers, with some 

exceptions for special needs schools. 

Do you support the use of test scores in teacher evaluations or merit 
pay? Please explain. * 

Not in the current form. I think we can, one day, find a model based on performance 

against prediction and student survey data that could form the basis of a more fair 

evaluation. But I have not yet seen a model that I would trust. And the teacher shortage 



is a far worse problem than lack of evaluation. In the failed effort to chase off bad 

teachers, all we've done is chase off good ones. 

What do you think ought to be the minimum level of training and 
qualifications for teachers? Do you support alternative certification 
methods, such as Teach for America? * 

I am flexible on this. I believe in reducing teacher shortages. And I think if mature, 

successful career people want to enter the classroom later in life that we should try to 

accommodate them. I think living as a parent and adult is often better training for 

dealing with kids than college courses. I could support alternative certification methods, 

but I don't think much of Teach for America's model. 

Do you feel that the school grade is a useful measure to inform 
parents and the community of the quality of the education at a given 
school? Please explain. * 

No. No one knows how their grade is calculated. The equation changes every year. And 

it's not under the school's control. It's nothing more than branding used cynically to 

justify prejudices, in my experience. 

How do you feel about the sharing of student data through privately 
owned data systems? * 

Oppose it on its face. Willing listen to arguments. 

Do you support Florida State Standards (CCSS)? Why or why not? * 

I support a much reduced collection of standards. We teach too many. 



What do you believe the parental role/responsibility should be in 
public education? * 

Enforcer of teacher's directives and expectations. Advocate for child when necessary. 

Parents should not take an active role in homework. Should help the child build 

independence. 

Who do you believe should fund public education? * 

All of us. Would probably prefer a national funding system. But it isn't going to happen. 

Do you believe that businesses have a place in driving policy in public 
schools? If so, please explain * 

In some areas of training and skills development. Not in moral or citizenship questions. 

Do you have an opinion on who should control our public schools? 
Please explain. (i.e. Federal, State or Local, a combination) * 

I'd prefer national funding and general mandates locally administered. But again, that 

isn't happening anytime soon. 

What are your views on virtual/online schools? * 

I think they are mostly ripoffs with little educational value. 

What is your opinion on the opt out movement? * 

I think it's been incredibly important in driving political pushback against overtesting and 

poorly executed testing. I commend you. 

What role should technology have in our public school classrooms? * 



I'm essentially agnostic. Technology that enhances the experience, I support. But 

education technology is big business, with potential for fraud and error. We need a 

dedicated expert who can help us make smart choices. So I plan to work with local 

institutions and economic development officials to create and fund an Education 

Technology Experience officer. 

What is your opinion on competency based education/personalized 
learning? * 

I need to learn more about what we actually mean when we talk about that. 

What other issues is education facing in your district and what is your 
plan to address them? * 

Again, district culture must change. And that means several key changes in personnel, 

which starts with the School Board attorney. He has been a damaging, limiting force for 

many years. 

Is there any other information you would like to share with us? * 

No I think that';s about it 

 


