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Silicon Valley has begun to identify its issues and flex its political muscle. The newest warrior is tech investor Tim Draper. 

Sixteen hundred Pennsylvania Avenue? Try 3000 Sand Hill Road. That, as any self-respecting technology geek knows, is the true seat of power in Silicon Valley, and if the next generation of nerds have their way, it will be the hub of a new and improved form of popular governance. But don't look for candidates and conventions: As nerds are notoriously shy (if not always well behaved), they'll be coming through the back door, pushing policy, not personae. This is a grand pronouncement, to be sure, but then again, five years ago we didn't know if there was any money to be made from the Internet. Now that the Internet IPO is all anyone can talk about, venture capitalist Tim Draper -- the guy who brought you viral marketing (think Hotmail) -- has turned his attention to public-policy reform. 

On his own, Draper has launched a grassroots campaign that aims to privatize education in the state of California. His school-voucher initiative for 2000 looks and acts a lot like a hot offering, and that has the political and educational establishments on the defensive. It's a fair bet they won't get it together in time to stop him. 

Draper wants you to think of the weird, solipsistic nerd culture that spawned the technology industry as the seat of an emergent culture that will inevitably come to dominate the country. To Draper, the privatization and devolution of control we've seen in pension funds, the stock market, and the creation of the technology sector are harbingers of what he calls the Culture of Equity. "I think this is a new culture, a new movement, and a new way of thinking that is positive for any economy," he says. "Think about what happened in Silicon Valley: Everybody's rich! The whole place! And what are they doing with their money? Are they buying a bunch of boats? A bunch of planes? No, they're putting it back into startups." Equity, he means, is about compounding value and not about amassing wealth: In Draper's view, a share of a mutual fund is equity (good), while a dollar is an instrument of debt (bad). "It makes no sense for schools to be back in a culture of debt or a culture of forced communism." 

To Draper, the fix is obvious: What worked for Silicon Valley will work for schoolchildren. He wants an educational system in which the government offers venture capital to any school that can attract enough intellectual capital (read: students) to make a go of it. Draper wants to bust the chops of California's education machinery the way the small Internet companies he funds are constantly sticking it to Microsoft. "The reason the Microsofts are so efficient is that they have competition coming at them from all sides at all times," he says. "We provide that competition." 

Draper's solution is a statewide school-choice initiative that would hand parents a voucher worth $4,000 toward private-school tuition. If his initiative passes next November, and there's a distinct possibility that it might, it will be the nation's second statewide voucher program to go into effect and the first not to limit participation to low-income families or poorly performing students. 

Everyone knows that California's public schools are a mess, but Draper claims a position of unique knowledge: Young, smart, educated people come through his door all day long looking for seed money to start companies, and none of them is a graduate of California's public schools. "If I go through my list of entrepreneurs, I'd say 60 percent are immigrants, people from China, India, Pakistan, Israel. And the rest are Americans." But not, he implies, grown-up California schoolchildren. And it's not just that graduates of the California schools can't write a business plan -- a stunning number of them can't even read the want ads. "Those entrepreneurs have to hire people from outside, too," Draper says, "because the people being educated here aren't getting to the level they need to get a real job. So we've got to fix it." 


It can't hurt the cause that draper himself is a polished, Ivy League prince of geeks. As a physical asset to his cause, he is un-Valleyishly hearty and handsome, and is not just tall but around 15 percent oversize for a human, the way pro baseball players look when you see them close up. In fact, he looks kind of like self-help salesman Tony Robbins, without the creepiness. The effect, though, is undeniably motivational. 

In addition to being personable, Draper has a pedigree that's the Silicon Valley equivalent of coming over on the Mayflower: He's a third- generation Silicon Valley venture capitalist. His grandfather General William H. Draper Jr. helped administer the Marshall Plan in Europe and Japan before founding Draper, Gaither & Anderson in 1956 (company literature calls him the first professional West Coast venture capitalist). The general's son, William III, founded Sutter Hill Ventures. Tim attended Stanford and Harvard Business School and, in 1985, set up the VC shop now known as Draper Fisher Jurvetson, which specializes in funding technology startups. 

Draper briefly enrolled his first two children in public school, but soon felt compelled to take them out -- and he lives in Atherton, one of the wealthiest towns in the state. His first commitment of time and money came after he volunteered to teach his daughter's third-grade class about business. He came up with a simulation game, dividing the class into teams and giving the teams capital to start companies that made friendship bracelets, which were marketed and sold to other kids. At the end of the program, the groups got to see how each of their business plans had fared in a free-market classroom. The program was such a success that Draper designed a training course and started a stripped- down nonprofit called BizWorld, which trains volunteer parents to teach business-skills workshops in their kids' schools. 

Gayle Wilson, wife of then governor Pete Wilson, for whom Draper had done some fund-raising, sat in on one of Draper's workshops in an East Palo Alto classroom, and a month later Governor Wilson called and asked him to sit on the State Board of Education. Wilson's administration was on the way out, and the governor was prepared to shake things up. 

Draper was taken aback by what he found at the Board of Ed. "For someone who's been sitting on private boards for all these years, it was the worst shock of my life," he explains. "About a third of our time, literally, was spent on lawsuits. The superintendent sues the state board, the Department of Education sues the district, the district sues the Department of Education." The remainder of the board's time was spent on garden-variety bureaucratic matters and negotiations with lobbyists. 

The problem, according to Draper, lay not with the individual board members, whom he found "nice and good-hearted," but with "a system gone awry." 

"Say we're going to put software in all the schools," he says. "So the government says, Here's the money, it's available, and you states have to apply for it. So the state hires grant writers, who get a percentage, and the state gets the money. Now the county offices have to apply, and they have to write grants. Then it goes down to the district, and the district has to do the same thing. Five percent here, 10 percent there, finally it gets down to the principal, who spends his time hiring grant writers, managing the whole thing. The principals fight for all these grants: software, special ed, computers, milk money, art...." Draper trails off. To him, the problem is self-evident. 

"So I thought, there are two things I have got to do: I've got to do something cultural so that people say business is okay and so that they understand equity." That something is BizWorld. "The other thing I had to do was something structural." Hence the ballot initiative. 


one factor contributing to the entrepreneurial flavor of political action in Silicon Valley is California's initiative process. In theory, any individual or organization can write an initiative and submit it to the attorney general, and after a million signatures are collected, it goes on the ballot in the next election. For those with the funds and the tenacity -- Tim Draper has both, and his ability to gather the signatures is a foregone conclusion -- it's an accessible and potent form of populist lawmaking. No small wonder that Silicon Valley entrepreneurs and venture capitalists have thrown their hearts and dollars into the political equivalent of software startups. 

An early exercise in mogul might was the failed bid by Intuit co-founder Tom Proulx to introduce no-fault auto insurance in 1996. Hewlett-Packard heir David W. Packard is currently working, through his own foundation, to improve reading skills through pilot programs that cooperate with 27 district school boards. But in 1998 Packard also made an 11th-hour, $500,000 campaign contribution to Republican Gloria Matta Tuchman, a pro- voucher underdog in the race for state superintendent of public instruction. Tuchman lost to incumbent Delaine Eastin, who was heavily backed by the California Teachers Association. 

But the most sanguine success story was the passage of Proposition 227, which in 1998 put an end to California's ill-conceived and destructive bilingual education program. Prop 227 was the work of Ron Unz, a 37-year- old physicist turned software millionaire who spent $750,000 of his own money and ran the campaign out of his home office, prevailing over serious opposition that included the California Teachers Association and the owner of a major Spanish-language television network. Unz saw a political niche market and stepped in to develop and launch a product. Bilingual education in California was an entrenched fiasco: The theory was to teach children to read first in their native tongue, then introduce English and gradually mainstream them. In practice, few kids were mainstreamed, and instead, non-English-speaking students were effectively ghettoized. The only beneficiaries were the bilingual teachers, who were paid more. Even while the Latino political establishment decried Prop 227, Latino parents backed it, and the initiative passed with 61 percent of the vote. 

Then there's TechNet, a Silicon Valley lobbying group founded in 1997 by venture capitalist John Doerr and then Netscape CEO Jim Barksdale to combat state and federal legislation that would have made it easier for shareholders to sue technology companies over unpredictable earnings. In a recent campaign, TechNet persuaded the California legislature to broaden the state's quota for charter schools. 

It's a fair guess that Draper's general point of view could stand in for that of his peers: "The government is supposed to provide for the general defense and promote the general welfare of its citizens," he says. "You could argue that education is a part of the government's role. I understand the people who say it shouldn't be, but assuming that it is, then why not allow the private citizen to create it? The military is subbed out to contractors. I don't see why schooling isn't." 

There's a nod in that statement to the many millions of research-and- development dollars that flow into the technology sector in the form of defense grants. If you think about it this way, education is a form of information technology and, if privatized, has the potential to produce not just workers for tech companies but a market for their products and services. Those 5.8 million schoolchildren on the education dole are more than just a waste of intellectual capital -- they're also potential technology consumers. 

You could say that Draper and others like him are simply seeing Valley- style investment opportunities in the political landscape -- places where a relatively small amount of seed capital and a lot of intensive, hands- on nurturing can produce big yields in terms of the impact on public policy. 

Or you could say, as The San Francisco Chronicle did in 1998, that "the Valley is contemplating a hostile takeover of public education." 


The business community's willingness to stage an education intervention has had an effect. "Historically, this is an important moment," California governor Gray Davis said to the Sacramento Press Club last January, speaking on the topic of school reform. "They may give us two or three years to do it. But if we don't do it, then we're looking at vouchers or some other seemingly attractive concept that will be imposed on us by voters." 

Unz's anti-bilingual-education initiative succeeded because it eschewed party politics and established common ground between conservatives and liberals. Unz -- geeky, brilliant, self-made, and selfless -- didn't scare anyone away. Instead he made everyone want to make common cause with him over an issue in which he didn't appear to have any personal stake other than a physicist's abstract ethical conviction. 

Draper is politically fuzzy: He raised money for Pete Wilson, but he's not a Republican. He subscribes to libertarian views on government regulation of industry, but isn't a Libertarian. Liberal Democrats, including those now in power under Gray Davis, have long considered vouchers to be as specious a form of Republican euphemystification as trickle-down economics, and they want no part of Draper's scheme. 

But it may be that none of the normal alignments actually matters this time around, because the support base for education reform has shifted away from the insular ideologues. "We're getting movement from the ends to the middle on this," Draper says. "There are people on the far right who say this makes sense because it's a market system, and there are people on the far left who are saying help our poor kids in the inner cities, give them an option to get out." 

This kind of no-party politicking may be a new thing. Perhaps an analogy is best here: If the Democrats and the Republicans are Macy's and Gimbel's, then Draper is what? Amazon? EBay? 

If Draper succeeds, there's no telling what the California educational landscape will look like ten years down the line. And even if he fails to privatize the schools, he will have succeeded in teasing and tormenting the loyal opposition into action. 

But there's more than the issue of education at stake, as Draper suggests when he talks about TechNet's success in fending off government regulation of the technology industry. He's no fan of regulators. "They basically destroyed the railroad industry, the highway industry, the banking industry, the airline industry, the utility industry, by starting to regulate them," he says. "And now look where they are -- they're here." He smiles like a Cheshire cat. "So I say, Don't talk to them about our industry. Talk to them about fixing education." 

In other words, engaging the government on something as noisy and colorful and inexhaustible as education may be a clever ruse to lure the fox away from the henhouse. For is there really any doubt that every man and woman in Silicon Valley essentially views Bush and Gore as interchangeable oafs? That doesn't necessarily mean the championing of school reform is an exercise in cynicism. It's important to remember that, in Silicon Valley, cleverness is widely viewed as a good thing -- and one not incompatible with sincerity. 

