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P
oliticians lament the fact that 
the United States imports 
about 66 percent of its oil 
— about 9,000 barrels every 

minute. Yet Congress has done little 
to remedy the situation. Instead, it 
has all too often erected barriers to 
domestic energy production.

Fortunately, the U.S. has vast 
quantities of oil in rocks, including 
oil shale, which can be converted 
into fuel. In fact, we have 75 percent 
of the world’s oil shale. There are an 
estimated 1.5 trillion barrels of oil in 
shale formations in Colorado, Utah 
and Wyoming. 

The U.S. Department of Energy 
conservatively estimates these for-
mations contain 800 billion barrels 
of recoverable oil, more than three 
times the entire proven reserves of 
Saudi Arabia. Unfortunately, due to 
radical environmentalists’ sway over 
key Democratic lawmakers, this oil is 
off-limits to production.

Removing barriers would include 
auctioning public lands with oil shale 
for production and streamlining 
the permitting process. The latter 
might include setting strict dates by 
which any administrative or court 
challenges must be fi led. This would 
prevent the radicals from delaying 
progress by continually fi ling law-
suits.

Per acre, oil shale is signifi cantly 
more concentrated than the oil and 
gas on Alaska’s North Slope or Alber-
ta’s tar sands, or ethanol production. 
Indeed, some shale contains more 
than 1 million barrels of oil per acre. 
By contrast, conventional oil fi elds 
yield about 10,000 barrels per acre, 
and Congress’ preferred alterna-
tive to oil, ethanol from corn yields, 
contains the equivalent of 10 barrels 
per acre.

Oil from shale is ideal for use as 
premium jet or diesel fuel and for 
other valuable industrial products 
because of its high hydrogen content. 
Its consumption produces less car-
bon dioxide per unit of energy than 
conventional gasoline.

Developing America’s domestic oil 
shale resources would also provide 
a boon to a fl ailing economy. The 
RAND Corp. estimates that a 3 mil-
lion barrel-per-day industry could 
generate $20 billion in annual profi ts 
while reducing prices for consumers. 
Even better, we would be producing 
nearly three times as much oil as we 
import from Saudi Arabia each day 
and nearly four times as much as 
we get from Venezuelan strongman 
Hugo Chavez.

In addition, oil shale develop-
ment and production would create 
as many as 100,000 direct and indi-
rect new jobs during the operation 
of just a 2 million barrel-per-day 
shale oil industry. According to the 
DOE, federal and state governments 
would receive $2 billion a year from 
income and sales taxes, royalties and 

lease payments.
The Obama administration has 

already canceled leases on several 
parcels of federal land that had been 
auctioned for oil shale production. It 
also halted the auction of others.

This is a mistake. Even if alter-
natives to oil and gasoline for 
transportation and chemical produc-
tion eventually come to dominate, 
this won’t happen for decades.

In the meantime, economic pros-
perity and national security demand 
new domestic oil resources. We 
have them. To further our national 
interests, Congress and the Obama 
administration should remove 
current barriers to oil shale produc-
tion. 

H. Sterling Burnett is a senior fellow with 
the National Center for Policy Analysis.

Developing shale oil may 
solve our energy crisis

M
ichele Kerr has had a 
harder year than most 
aspiring math teach-
ers. For her the math 

was easy and the teaching was a 
snap. The problem was the Stan-
ford Teacher Education Program. 
Once administrators found out she 
didn’t fully share what she calls the 
“progressive” teaching philosophy 
that is pervasive at STEP and edu-
cation schools nationwide, they 
tried to thwart her career.

In March 2008, Kerr attended an 
open house for admitted students 
and stated her concern about pay-
ing big bucks to learn a teaching 
philosophy that strongly differed 
from her own. Soon she found her-
self in the director’s offi ce being told 
that she should reconsider attend-
ing STEP. 

A misdirected e-mail revealed 
that STEP offi cials were planning 
to “strategize” with the program’s 
lawyer, apparently to revoke Kerr’s 
admission. The Foundation for Indi-
vidual Rights in Education, where I 
direct the defense program, wrote 
Stanford’s president and received 
assurance that Kerr would be 
allowed to start school after all.

Kerr started a blog to record 
her thoughts and experiences. 
Paulo Freire’s “Pedagogy of the 
Oppressed” and John Dewey’s 
“Experiential Education” were 
among the many targets. The 
School of Education started inves-
tigating.

One day she was reprimanded for 
mentioning her students — anony-
mously — and identifying herself as 
a Stanford student. But nobody else 
was being investigated, Stanford 
had no rules about blogging, and 
another blogger extolled by Stan-
ford was revealing far more about 
his own students. To avoid further 
trouble, Kerr password-protected 
her blog and even removed all refer-
ences to Stanford.

That wasn’t good enough for 
STEP. An associate dean hounded 
her for the password so that he 
could investigate whether she was 

breaking any rules. He made sure 
to communicate his concerns to the 
principal of the school where she 
had been working.

Kerr really set off a fi restorm 
in November with her Classroom 
Management Plan, which stated, 
“My guiding doctrine in forming 
classroom community can safely 
be considered a complete rejection 
of progressive education doctrine.” 
This likely led the director to start 
building a case for kicking her out 
of school. 

In a formal letter in December, 
the director and associate dean 
made clear that they were follow-
ing the guidelines titled “Regarding 
Suitability for the Practice of Teach-
ing.” They were amassing a laundry 
list of minor infractions that would 
give them reasons to deny Kerr her 
degree. 

What were the crimes? “Intimi-
dating” her classmates by standing 
up for herself when she learned that 
some of them had complained pri-
vately about her views. 

After FIRE wrote the president 
again and Kerr fi led grievances, 
senior Stanford administrators 
intervened and guaranteed her 
fair treatment. She got new super-
visors and graduated successfully 
June 14.

But the story wasn’t over, for 
Kerr didn’t yet have a job. The asso-
ciate dean may have poisoned the 
waters at her school. The new prin-
cipal chose not to hire her despite 
rosy reviews from the math depart-
ment.

A few weeks ago, Kerr fi nally 
landed a job teaching math and 
humanities. The school year starts 
Aug. 18. So far, it seems that her high 
school has a healthier tolerance for 
debate than Stanford University’s 
teaching program. The lesson for 
aspiring teachers who have doubts 
about the latest trends in education 
schools is that you can fi ght and win, 
but don’t expect many favors.

 Adam Kissel is director of FIRE’s Indi-
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Stanford University punishes 
dissent when training teachers

AP FILE

Tracy Boyd, a spokesman for Shell Oil Co., talks about the company’s oil shale recovery project in October 2008.

AP FILE

“Bad as this option is, 
I’m not certain that 
we have anything 
better. But unlike 
the enthusiastic 
supporters of oil 
shale, my hope is that 
we never have to rely 
on it.” 

– James D. Hamilton, Professor 
of Economics at the University of 

California, San Diego

“The world’s leading 
producer and 
consumer of oil shale 
— generated by

superheating organic 
kerogen trapped 
in rocks in sand 
— Estonia has
seen some serious 
environmental 
problems over the 
course of 80 years
of production, 
according to a study 
published in the 
journal of the
London-based Royal 
Society of Chemistry.” 

– David Williams, The Colorado 
Independent
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