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Following up on our conversation last night, attached are some materials on vouchers. The
first is a possible insert for the summit speech, which we have briefly discussed with Mike
Smith and Terry Peterson. The second is an attachment that walks through some of the
additional arguments against vouchers. Both, especxally the attachmerit, néed a lot more
work, but could be helptul as a starting point. —_

We will talk with you soon.
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Summit Sp

ch: PossiB ¢ Lan age on P"vaité School V_ouChers |

Possible Speech Excerpt:

“We are all here at thxs surnmit because we agree on some crxtxcal steps that this gencrauon
must take in order to leave our next generation with better schools: raise ‘standards, .
strengthen accountability, provide more choices and encourage parental ‘involvement, suppon

- innovative technology, and guarantee safe places for our cluldrcn to 1eam We know thcse '
steps will work if we all do our part. =~ : :

“But one approach would sndctrack progress toward real reform the dnrls;we su*ategy of
private school vouchers

“Controversy over vouchers polanzes communities when they should be coming together to
do the hard work of improving our public schools. In fact, local and state disputes over -
‘vouchers have divided citizens, rather than unifying them around standards, iechnology and
other basic strategies we know can work. ‘Voucher disputés rob us of the time, energy and
comimon purpose that we need to put effecnve reforms. into action. » .

“Moreover vouchers would undermine two-of America’s most fundamcnml institutiotis:
public and private schooling. Just when a néw-baby boom is bringing record mumbers of
students into our nation’s classrooms, vouchers would drain morey from the wellspring of
our American democracy, the public schools that educate and pass on our common
_demnocratic values to almost ninety percent of the nation’s students. " -

: “Meanwmle if public funds are used t0_support the basw costs of pnvatc schools we will
see mcreased calls for private schools to become miore directly’ accountabie to the pubhc
That would forever alter the nature of pnvate schoohng ,

“I deeply respect the vital role of pubhc and pnvate educatlon in Amenca private school
vouchers would jeopardize both."”
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Attichment: Additional Background on Vouchers -

Public education is a cornerstone of our American democracy and way of life. Amérjcaﬁ
children are born into one of the most diverse populations in the world. In our public
schools, children from all walks of life play together, grow up together, and learn commor

~ values together. It is this unique blend of unity and diversity, made possﬁ)le by our public
schools, that sets our nation apart from countries where differences have devolved into ethnic
- conflicts and wars. Private school vouchers could well restlt in the d1smteerat10n of our

public educauon system and ummately the fragmentatmu of our society.

Vouchers would dram enozmous amounts of money away from pubhc schools )ust when ‘
investments in public schools becomes more critical then ever, and whén Americans are
saying the improvement of public schools is their mumber one priority. Institution of -
vouchers nationwide would drain billions of dollars from public schools -- just at a time

- when the Admuustmnon and Congress have finally agreed to preserve funding for education.

Studles of voucher cxpenments in Milwaukee and in England show no ewdence that
vouchers improve student performance. In Milwaukee, students who part1c1pate in pnvate
school choice. programs do no better academically than comparable studerits in public -
schools. In England, studies have shown that the best students do get skxmmed" from the

. pubhc schools

Vouchers would uridermine private education. Inevitable abuses -- or even concerms about
potential abuses -- under a voucher program would incite efforts to bring private schools

‘ under public regulation. This would effectively end the independernce of this important

alternative to pubhc education in American life. Last year, even Pat Buchanan wamed .
against the negauve effect of vouchers on private schools. Problems ‘with voucher schools in.
Mllwaukee have already led to calls for increased public regulation of private schools there:

Another serious risk of private school voucher plans is the ease vifith which mismanagéd

financially troubled, ineffective, and even fraudulent private schools can receive substantial

amounts of public funds with little or no public accountability. Indeed; the results of the
nation’s first experiment with publicly funded private school vouchers have béen ‘disturbing,
but consistent with tough lessons learnéd from experiences with proprietary schools in higher - -
education. Last month, 2 private schools in the Milwaukee voucher program closed, one -
after its founder was charged with writing $47,000 in bad checks. While hundreds of -

families have been trying to figure out where to send their children in theé middle of the year,

2 other voucher schools are reporting financial problems may drzve them out of busmess

Voucher supporters argue that these closures show the markct is working and weedmg out
bad schools; opponents suggest the price for children arid taxpayers is too high. Four of 17
Mllwaukee voucher schools have reported financial problems, arid two have closed and the
other two may close soon. Opponerits suggest that the price -- forcing children to switch
schools in the middle of a semester, jeopardizing their academic progress, and. in the case of -
two closed schools, $600,000 of pubhc funds this year alone -- is 100 high.

‘Due to these problems and others vouchers polanze a.nd pOhthlZB the public dlscussmn

about improving schools, draining away the time, energies, and hard work we all need to put
into improving schools. Indeed, voucher proposals have prevented and delayed the
enactment of promising and otherwne popular educaUOn rcform measures.
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Even if vouchers did work for the students who received them, voucher plans would
essentlally provide a lifeboat for a small minority of students, and drain support from a
sinking boat where most of the students are left behind. This is a dark vision for the future
of American children, and I refuse to support it. I think we can fxx our pubhc schools, and ,

50 do you Otherwxse )'Ou wouldn’t be at thlS summit.

Standards assessments mfonnanon to parents pubhc chaner schools and pubhc school
choice are much better ways: to expand choice and accountabxhty Public charter schools are
formed only after their applxcatxons have been reviewed for quality and financial viability; -
oreover, they are accountable to public institutions. Charter schools and public school
choice can expand options for students and families, while- avoxdmg the damagmg

consequcnces of pnvate school vouchers.
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A proposalfor school‘ vouchers on

which Milton Fr;edman Lamar Alexander,
and Kweisi Mfume the president of
the NAACP, all agree

HEN Maria Neri’s daughter. ‘

Tina finished eighth grade, two

years ago, her scholarship at-a
Catholic elementary
school in south-central
Los Angeles ended:
The parochial high school in which Nen
(not her real name) hoped to enroil Tlna
charges $3.500 a year—~a third less than

Tl!l: \TL\I\T!C MONTHLY

by Ma:th‘ewinrille‘r

the $5.400 Los Angeles would spend to
“educate Tina in public school. Neri, thir-
ty-three, earns $600 a month as a part-

time teacher’s aide;
she’s looking for a
. second. and perhaps a
thxrd job. Her husband, from whom she

s separated earns $1,200 a month as a
laborcr in a glass factory. He pays his

e Illuslranons by 1. C Suures '

[

" rible threat,”
president of the American Federation

wife's momhlx rent of SMO but ohera
no support bevond that. After pa\ mng for.
food. a phone. gas. and other expenses.

Neri had no money left fo put toward
private school for Tina. Yet she was

" afraid to send Tina to the neighborhood

public school. where the walls were
cholos.” or
gang members. had been - involved in
shootings that brought police helicop-
ters to the campus. So Neri used her
sister’s address to enroll Tina at another .-

. public school, which. though twenty

minutes away; at least seemed safer. But
it is far from ideal. Classrooms each have
forty to fofty-five children belonging to-
several different grades. Tina, sixteen,
says the teachers often have the students
watch movies. Her math teacher was so
confused about.who Tina was that he
gave her an F for not completing many |
assignments—a grade hé changed, with
embarrassment and an apology, after
Neri confronted him with Tina’s com-.’
pleted workbook. ““I can see the differ-
ence.” Neri says. “She's going down.”

* Tina says she would go back to Catholic

school if they could afford xt 1 talk to
my daughter,” Neri explams “and say,
‘I'm sorry.”™ '

" Neri's ‘desire to send Tina to a better
school is at the heart of one of the na-
tion’s most important and most dem-
agogic debates. Through vouchers, of-
ten touted as an answer to Nen s problem,
the government would give parents some
or all of the money it now spends educat-

ing their children to use at a school of

their choice. Depending-on whom you

“listen'to. vquchers are either a lifeline or
. a death knell. “It is quite simply an’is-

sue of survival for our nation’s poorest

_students.” says Dan Coats, a Republican -

and a fofmer senator from Indiana. But

. Kweisi Mfume, the president of the Na-

nonal Association for the Advancement
of Colored People. calls vouchers a “ter-
and Sandra Feldman, the

of Teachers. says thev mean “a radical

_abandonment of public schools and pub-

lic education.”

These are heated clalms espcc:a]ly
given the relatwety small number of stu-
dents who are involyed in voucher pro-
grams today. Just over 52 million stu-,
dents attend -grades K through 12 in the -

BT [
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United States: Only two cities offer pub-
licly funded vouchers: in Milwaukee
(whose breakthrough program was be-
gun in 1990) roughly 6.000 of 107,000
students get vouchers; in Cleveland about.

4,000 of 77,000 do. In May, Florida ap- .

proved a plan under which students at the
poorest-performing schools would get
vouchers. Four schools are expected to be
eligible this year, and 12,000 of the state’s
2.3 million K-12 kids are expected to use
vouchers over the next four years, Pri-
vately funded voucher programs in thir-
ty-one cities served roughiy 12,000 chil-
dren last year; ten new'such programs
came into being for the 1998-1999 school
year. Two wealthy investors, Ted Forst-

mann and John Walton, recently an- -

nounced a plan to fund (along with other
. donors} $170 million in vouchers, which

+ will reach 40,000 new students over the

next four years.

Add these numbers up and you get
74,000 children—about Q.1 percent of
students. Add 200,000 for those stu-
dents in the 1.200 charter schools around
the country (which also give parents a
choice), and the proportion comes to
only 0.5 percent of schoolchildren. In
other words. the school-choice debate is

Where is the “voucher
left »9 Vouchers vhave
a long but unappreéiat.-
ed‘pedigfee a'rriong |

progressive reformers.

k2N

taking place utterly at the margins. At
this rate. for all the fuss, it's hard to imag-

ine that any. impact could be made on the -

skills and life chances of students stuck
in our worst public schobls in time to
prevent what the Reverend Floyd Flake.

a voucher advocate and a former Demo- )

cratic congressman from New York.'
* calls “educational genocide.”
This tragedv is most pronounced in

big cities. whose public schools together

16

serve six mlllxon children. Despxte heroic

" local efforts and pockets of success, de-

pressmg evidence mounts of an achieve-
ment gap between students in cities and
those in suburbs, where, school-watchers
say, most schools are doing fine, largely

“ because they're safer, better funded, and

less prone to the social ilis that plague

-cities. Of Detroit’s eleventh-graders 8.5

percent were deemed “proficient” in
science on Michigan's 1997 statewide
exam. Fourth-graders in Hartford were
a tenth as likely as Connecticut students

overall to show proﬁcrency on the state’s

three achievement tests in 1996. Only

two percent of Cleveland’s minority
tenth-graders have taken algebra. “The
numbers tell a sad and alarming story,”
a special report in Education Week con-
cluded last January. “Most 4th graders

wheo live in U.5. cities can’t read and un-.

derstand a simple children’s book, and
most 8th graders can't use arithmetic
to solve 7 practical problem.” As polls
e e e T
prove, increasing numbers of urban par-
ents like Maria Neri want a way out. It
seems immoral to argue that they must
wait for the day when urban public
schools are somehow “fixed.” It's even
harder to argue that bigger voucher pro-

- grams could make things worse.

Yet a political standoff has kept vouch-

" ers unavailable to nearly 99 percent of ur-
ban schoolchildren. Bill Clinton and most

leading Democrats oppose them. saying

- we should fix existing public schools. not

drain money from the system. Teachers’
unions, the .staunchest foes of vouchers,
are among the party’s biggest donors. and
sent more delegates to the 1996 Demo-
cratic National Convention than did the
state of California. Republicans endorse
vouchers as a market-based way to shake
up calcified bureaucracies, but they gen-
erally push plans that affect only a few
students. The distrust that has led to to-
day's gridlock is profound. Republicans
view Democrats as union pawns defend-
ing a failed status quo: Democrats think
Republicans want to use urban woes as
justification for scrapping public educa-
tion and the taxes that fund it.

: MISSING entirely from the debate

is the progressive pro-voucher per-
spective. To listen t0 the unions and the

NAACP. one would think that vouchers .

were the evil brainchild of the economist
Milton Friedman and his conservative
devotees. lately joined by a handful of

. ~.A.‘..x—‘-—‘-""—'v-v-g--....._,,___«...‘.v. =

s s ses s .

'despefate but iﬁisguided urban bl‘ac'ks.Aln‘

fact vouchers have a long but unappreci-

ated intellectual pedigree among reform-

ers who have sought to help poor children

* and to equalize funding in rich and poor

districts. This ‘‘voucher left” has always
had less cash and political power than
its conservative counterpart or its union -
foes. It has beenignored by the press and
trounced in intemecine wars. But if urban
children are to have any hope. the vouch-
er left's best days must lie ahead.

Finding a-productive compromise
means recalling the role of progressives in -
the history of the voucher movement and
exposing the political charades that poi-
son debate. It means finding a way for un- -
orthodox new leaders to build a coali-
tion—of liberals for whom the moral
urgency of helping city children trumps
ancient union ties, and of conservatives
who reject a laissez:faire approach to

. life’s unfairness. The goal of such a coali-

tion should be a “‘grand bargain™ for urban
schools: a major muiti-year test of vouch-
ers that touches not 5,000 but 500,000
children, and eventually five million—
and increases school spending in the
process. The conventional wisdom says
that today’s whittled-down pilot pro-
grams are all that is politically achievable.
The paradox is that only through bigger

‘thinking about how vouchers might help

can a durable coalition emerge.

lN 1962 John E. “Jack™ Coons, an ide-
alistic thirty-two-year-old law pro-
fessor at Northwestern University, was
asked by the U.S. Civil Rights Commis-
sion to study whether Chicago schools
were complying with desegregation or-
ders. Coons soon found that what really
interested him was a different question:
Why were suburban schools so much
better than those downtown? Over the
next few years Coons, eventually joined
by two law students, Stephen Sugarman
and William Clune, found one answer in
what would become a source of endur-
ing outrage: America’s property-tax-

based system of public-school finance

created dramatic disparities in the re-
sources available to educate children.
This financial aspect of education’s
vaunted tradition of “local control” is
rarely the subject of national controversy.
In part that is because it gives the nation's

~ most powerful citizens both lower taxes

and better schools. Imagine two towns,
Slumville and Suburbia. Slumville has.
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$100.000 in taxable property per pupil:
Suburbia has $300.000. If Slumville votes
to tax its property at four percent, it raises

$4.000 per pupil. Bur Suburbia can tax

itself at two percent and raise $6.000 per

- pupil. Suburbia’s tax rate is half as high,
but its public schools enjoy 50 percent
more resources per student.

In the 1960s affluent districts routinely .

spent twice what nearby poorer ones did,
and sornetimes four or five times as much.
To Coons and his colleagues, such in-
equity in a public service was indefensi-
bie. Beginning with Private Wealth and
Public Education, a book that he, Sugar-

man, and Clune published in 1970, Coons.

has denounced the system eloquently.

- more “local.”

families direct control over the cash to use
at schools as they chose?

COONS and Sugarman. focusing on
. school equity. thus arrived at a pol-

_icy that Milton Friedman had been urg-
"ing through a principled commitment to

liberty and to its embodiment, the market,

Friedman's 1955 essay “The Role of Gov- ,
emnment in Education” is viewed as the
‘fountainhead of the voucher movement.
- In an ideal world, the future Nobel laure-

ate reasoned, the govemmem might have

- no role in schooling at all; yet a minimum

required level of education and its financ-
ing by the state could be justified.

It's worth sampling his arguments, be- -

cause the left’s case for choice is usually

drowned out by the right’s cheerleading

for markets, or by urban blacks™ cry for

help. In a 1992 essay, “School Choice as

Simple Justice,” Coons wrote,

- This socialism for the rich we blithely
call “public,” though no other public

. service entails such financial exclusiv- . "

. ity. Whether the library, the swimming
pool, the highway or the hospital—ifit
is “public.” it is accessible. But adms-

. sion to the government school comes.. -

only with the price of the house. If the -
school is in Beverly Hills or Scarsdale,
the poor need riot apply.

Coons’s point was simple: the quality
of public education should not depend
on local wealth—aunless it is the wealth
of a state as a whole. “Everyone ought to
be put in a roughiy equivalent positicn
with regard to what the state will do,”
Coons, now an emeritus law professor at
Berkeley. says.

Coons and Sugarman made a success- -

ful case for the unconstitutionality of .the
~ school-finance system in California’s fa-
mous Serrano case in 1971, beginning a
. national movement to litigate for school
equity. Although it was little noticed then,
they cited vouchers as a potential remedy.
_The idea was 1o give courts a way to in-
struct. legislatures to fix things without
having to mess with local control. Asking
legislatures to centralize school funding at
the state level was a political nonstarter.
But through various formulas. Coons and

Sugarman argued. the state could give.

_families in poorer districts enough cash in
the form of vouchers to bring education
~ spending in those districts up 1o that of

better-off districts. And what could be

w

‘A stable and democratic society is im-
possible without widespread accep-
tance of some common set of values
and without a minimum degree of lit-
‘eracy and knowledge on the part of
" most citizens . . . the gain from the ed-
ucation of a child accrues not only to '
the child or to his parents but to other
- members of the society. . ... Yet it is
:not feasible to identify the particular
" individuals (or families) benefitted or
‘the money valte of the benefit and so

" to.charge for the services rendered.

However. Friedman said. if this “neigh-
borhood effect” meant that the govern- *
ment-was warranted in paying for K-12 -
education, another question remained:
Should the government run the schools as -
well? Friedman's view was that schools
could be just as “public” if the govern- -

ment financed but didn't administer them.
That notion remains virtuaily unintelligi-

- ble to leaders in public education, per- -
_ haps because it is so threatening. -
- Friedman’s analogy (adopted by every

voucher proponent since) was to the G.I.

"Bill, which gave veterans a maximum

sum pcr vear to spend at the institution of
their choice, provided that.it met certain

minimum standards. Likewise, for ele- ,
mentary and secondary schoolmg Fried-

man envisioned a universal voucher
scheme that would give parents a fixed
sum per child, redeemable at an ‘ap-

proved” school of their choice. Such a

" school might be nonprofit or for profit. re-

ligious or secular. Parents could add to

“the sum if they wished. The role of gov- .

ernment would be limited to assuring that

approved schools included some com-
mon content in their programs, “much as
it now inspects Testaurants to assure thag

. it
[ .

they reasoned. than giving

they malntam minimum samtary stan-

~ dards.” In Friedman's view. market-style

competition for students would spur the

. development of schools that were better

tailored to families’ needs and cost less

‘than those run by notoriously inefficient

public bureaucracaes
- Friedman's and quris‘s different an- -
gles of vision represent the ancient tug
between liberty and equality within the
pro-voucher camp—a debate the two

‘have waged since Friedman was an oc-

casional guest on Coons’s Chicago radio
show, Problems of the Citv, in the 1960s.

Friedman today isn’t bothered by issues
of school- finance equity. “What’s your

"view of inequity. in clothing and food?”

he snapped when asked recently, say-
ing - that such concerns reflect Coons's
“socialistic approach.” And even if pub-

~ lic schools were making every child an

Einstein, Friedman says. he would stili
want vouchers. ‘‘Private enterprise as op-
posed to collectivism,” he says, “would.

~ dlways be better.”

Coons is less 1deologtcal In his view,
choice would improve the public schools,
which he believes would always be cho-

B ‘sen by the majority, even with a full-
+ blown voucher system. The prospect of

losing students (and thus funding) would
force imprévements faster than today's
seemingly endless rounds of ineffectual
education fads. If poor children got a de-

. cent education under the current system,
- he adds. he probably wouldn’t have de-

voted his life to these issues.
The fate of disadvantaged children
under a voucher regime is where the

“ Coons-Friedman clash is sharpest. Coons

would be glad.to offer vouchers to all
low-income students and to no one else
if such a step were necessary for con-
sensus. He fears that under a universal
voucher system they could get left be-

~ hind, as schools competed to recruit bet-
_ter-off, smarter. healthier (nondisabled)
*students. The incentives are plain: such
- children would be easier to teach, and
~ schools could charge wealthy families far

more than the voucher amount to maxi-
mize profit. Coons dnd the voucher left-
therefore insist that any universal scheme

‘should include protections for low-in-

come and disabled children. Examples
would be increasing the voucher amount
for those children to make them more at-
tractive to schools. and letting schools

- redeem their vouchers only if, say, 15-

( Continued on ‘page 26)
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" percent'of new places were reservéd for
such children, for whom the. voucher

broader database from whrch 0 Judge the"-f .
_impact of voucher systems (In.the first _

‘semester of the | program 566 children

would cover tuition. To Fnedman these -« takmg vouchers left district schools.), For

. are unacceptable intrusions on schools’
freedom to operate as they like, turmug
vouchers'into “a welfare program not an

¢ education program . Cr ,
‘schéols. Sandra Feldman, of ‘the Amer~'
ican Federation of Teachers, says that the

W

, “/ ITHOUT a link to.unions-—which,
e despite the waning of their influ- -
ence, remain one of the few sources of
progressrve ideds in, Amerrcan publtc

now. the “no, -evidence” -argument says/
" more about union chutzpah than about ,
- even relatively few defections from pub~-

lic schools may spur effons to improve, . -

" voucher per'formance
Vouchers drain money from publrc

$10 million Cleveland uses to give
. vouchers 10 4,000 children would be bet-,
ter spent on measures that would beneﬁt

- every child, such as shrinking class sizes

‘A “grand bargain”:
‘ A 13 ; d b g "95 ‘

~ combine a bigger road

test for vouchers wrth

mcreased per pupll

spendmg

. - life—liberal pro voucher champtons have -
. had little polmcal unpact The rmiuting of
their voice. combined with the ease of .
legislating prlot programs, explains why,
"few urban children have a choice today.
‘What's more, deceptive arguments by -
"both teachers’ unions and consérvative ac-
tivists keep the broader” public confused, .
" Teachers’ unions (and voucher foes

- generally) rely on five dubious arguments::

l&ﬂr;\_ The trrals have beeri so rsolated
unions say, that theu’ results are .un-"

proved. That’s a nervy case to make . where they like, not to any pamcular type
. of school. In umon hands. moreover, ‘this

when it is union opposition that has kept
- the trials small. Pro- and amt‘vouchet‘
forces have funded research in Mllwau-
kee and Cleveland that purports to show

‘and- launchmg proven reading programs. :
. But.this is disingenuous. Cleveland pro-

vided the $10 million in addition to more

~ than $600 million in ‘existing school
. spendmg in:order to mollify inions,

whrch insisted- that vouchers .not.“come

. out of the hide”” of public schools. It 'S

unfarr for unions to turn ‘around .and
compiam'that the extra cash they insisted
“on should have gone elsewhere.: ‘The

_ truth is that public schools are free to

fund such measures now. by shrftmg pri-

 orities within, their budgets ‘And when ;
- broader- voucher plans let the amount.
" that public schools receive. per student

follow students who leave the system,
the pubhc -school coffers are not dramed

—-—schools recerve the resources thetr en-’

rollment ments :
Vouchers are, unconstttut:anal Some
critics say’that, voucher use at'religious

.‘ schools. vrolates the Constrtuuon s ban on

“establishmeént of relrgrod." ‘but the bet-

-ter view of the Supreme Court’s confus-
mg Jurisprudence here’ suggeszs that’s

".wrong, After all, no one thinks that fed-

 eral student loans are’ unconstrtutronalr
* when they are uséd by smdents to attend.
There's no evidence. that voucherrw Notre Dame Last June, Wrsconsm s high- .
~est court. upheld Mtlwaukee s plan, be-

cause the voucher goes to parents 10 use

“legal’ complaint seems suspiciously tac-

tical” It can’t be that’ we are constitution-- -
. ally obhgated o tmpnson urban chlldren

whv Johnny i is doing demonstrably bet- , in failing schools.

ter or worse, under vouchérs. It i 18 im-
possible to make- sense of these duelmg
_studies, whose sample sizes'are so small
: that results séem to turn on whether say,
- three children in: Cleveland handed in-
their homework on time. Wealthy con-
servatives are now offermg vouchers fo-
all 14.000 at-risk children in a poor San -
Antomo drstnct in. part so as to comprle a.

24

edly asked dunng an interview with me.

The ﬁrst response to thls argument is,
1o ask, Then what’s the probiem? If as
-a practical; matier unions feel that- ‘most
- children with vouchers will remain where

 they are, it's hard to see what the harm is

in trying them. A second response is that

them, Drstncts with mnovanve charter

schools have reponed such a reaction.

The larger answer, -however, is that

. broader voucher schemes would prompt

many institutions and entrepreneurs o,
add schools and spaces to the “market,”>’
This would happen not overnight but’

over a number of years. The initial spaces = -

would be hkely to come from Catholic
schools, which account for half the pri-,

- 'vate-school slots in the country. Jerome .

Porath the schools chief for the Los. An-

dent got a voucher worth an amount close

to the current per-pupil expendrture in.

’ Cahforma. over several years enough fa'
cilities could be ‘builg or rented “to ac-

commodate everybody who wanted o

come,” “We’ll" get out our spreadsheets

and figure it out,” he ‘says. Milton Frxed~

man adds, “You can’t think of it in tefms”

of the existing stock of' schools. There

. will be-a flood of new schools- started "
me tis bad Voucher foes. act as 1f

' there were somethmg venal about the

:profrt motive when applred 10 schools

_But public education is already big bus- A
- iness.- The $320 billion spent last year on "

CK-12 schoolmg 1s. lusted after by text:

- .book publishers, test desrgners building

. contractors, food and janitorial servrces,

and software companies. to name only a -

few’ examples This largesse mevttably
brings scandals—for example, the Cali- -

“fornia flap in 1996 over whether cam- -

paign conm_buuons influenced a big text-
.Book purchase. Like health care, defense,

and other major public services, schools
<*will always be partly about business;

© vouchers would simply change who con-
trols the’ ﬂow of cash. There's no reason
to thrnk that the abuses under a voucher

' system Would be woise thian abuses today.
.'1 The capacity isn't fhere Publrc schools -
“serve 46 million K~l2 chrldren. private
. schools six million. Stnce private school
“lan'v accommodate more than a fracuon
“of today 5 students ‘opponents say, vouch-
~ers can't be a meamngful part of school’
_reforrii... Where are these schools going -
;to core ‘from?” Sandra Feldman repeat- .

VYoucher foes make other unpersua-
sive clarms "lhey say that vouchers will .

* cream ‘off the most-talented children and
- the most-active parents-—-a worry’ that
., seems acute prrmanly because today S -

*:voucher plans remain tny. They:say that
private schools will unfairly be able, 0

-

. geles-archdiocese, says that if every stu- o

avoid. troublemaking kids by ‘not admit- *

. ting them—ignoring the fact that public

"

-
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districts themselves ofien send 5UCh kids’

10 special schools of “last resort.” They

say the oversight that will follow. public -
- money will make private schools resem-

ble public bureaucracies—ignoring the
greater flexibility that most analysts say
such schools will retain in hiring and fir-
ing, resource allocation. and curriculum

"design. Finally. they argue that it is crazy

to subsidize more-affluent parents who
already pay for private school—a seem-
ingly powerful charge until one recalls
that such families are now paying twice
for schools, and that vouchcrs offered
only to poor families would’ avond the
problem entirely.

For their part, conservative voucher.
fans peddle one big misconception:

vouchers can save lots of money becaiise
per-pupil spending in private schools is

typically less than half that in public -

schools today. It is true that religious

schools have fewer administrators and -
lower-paid teachers. and invest less in"

such amenities as theaters. labs, and gym-

“nasiums. But private schools don't have

to take costly disabled and “special edu-
cation” children: and often public schools

must offer extras such as English as a

. Second Language. breakfast and lunch

programs. and transportation. When such

"differences are taken-into account. and
*hidden subsidies for church space and
.staff in religious schools are counted. the
 gap shrinks. Coons says that a voucher’s -

value needs to be no lower than 85 per-
cent of total per-pupil spending in order
to stimulate capital investment in new
schools. Set it too low, and the result wiil
be simply to fill the handful of cmpty
Catholic-school seats.

The right’s claim that vouchers will de- .

liver big savings also ignores the case for
spending more in many big cities, where

dilapidated buildings may collectively
require as:much as $50 billion in repairs. -

Some public school bureaucracies—

Washington, D.C., and St. Louis come to

mind-—seem so hopeless that it. would be

i senseless to pour new money in until -
management has improved. But despite
‘run-down buildings and higher propor-

tions of special-needs students, cities

:such as Philadelphia and Baltimore spend

substantially less per pupil than do their
states overall. '

D ISINGENUOUS rhetoric. visceral
distrust. maximal posturing. mini-
mal progress. Political debates escape
this kind of dead end when grassroots
pressure makes the status quo untenable.
or when leaders emerge with fresh wavs
of framing the issues. It’s possible that ur-
ban schools will fall so far that the poor

" revolt: or crime. bred by ignorance. might

worsen in ways that force society to act.
There's a better path to hope for. howev-
er. if new leaders can teach us to think

_ differently about today’s predicament.

Sounds of rethinking and compromise
are in the air. Arthur Levine. the pres-

‘ident of Columbia University's Teach-- A

ers College. is'a lifelong liberal and a
voucher foe. Yet. frustrated by the seem-
mgly hopeless troubles of inner cities,
Levine called last June for a “rescue.
operation™ that would give vouchers o

‘two to three million poor children at the :

worst urban publlc schools “For me,’

Levine says. “it’s the equivalent of.

Schindler’s list.” Lisa Graham Keegan,
Arizona’s superintendent of public in-
struction and a rising Republican star,
calls the property-tax base for school fi-
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" 'nance * ‘pernicious’ *and * wholly unfau
She wants a system of * student-cemered,
in which revenues froma ",

funding,”

. source other than property-taxes would be
. distributed. by the state on an equal per-

pupil basis through vouchers.

If leading liberals are wdlmg to ques-" :
tion the public school monopoly, and
' ‘proxmaem conServatives hear ‘the call of
‘justice, the voucher debate has a chance’

to move forward. The senmble first step

~ would be a much bigger road test. Here’s
" the idea { have put to vanousrpla)fers in

the debate: Suppose everyone:¢ame to-

gether and said. Let’s take three or four
big cities where we agree the public

schools are failing. (Leave out dens of

‘mismanagement like Newark and Wash- .
ington. where spending ishigh but in- - -

_effective.) In these cities we'll raise per- -
pupil spendmg by 20 percent. giving .
" ‘urban schools the resources the left saysv
théy: need. and thus going far to achieve.
the Coons vision of funding equity. But -,
* we'll implement this increase. by way of .
" 2 universal voucher.system that finally -
gives every child a choice. So, for exam-"
- ple, in acity that now spends SS 000 per

B

pupxl every chlld would get a 56 000 ..
* voucher. .

Such a proposal, servmg half a million
ch;ldren would cost 3660 million a year.

0O i

'If the voucher system were then extend-
ed to all six million big-city. children (a ;
logical’ step.if results of the trial were
prormsmg), the price tag would be $8 bil- -
lion a year, or 0.4 pércent of fedexjal:
- spending. (For purpdses of discussion, 1.

left aside the question of who outside the

' district would fund the 20 perccnt in-"

crease, though the’ surplus rich'federal

l’government comés readily to mind. )
" The responses to this 1dea suggest how

quickly the scaleof today’s debate could

Achange-—and who is respoamble lf it

doesn t.

-Jack Ceons thé egahtanan’ saxd it
“sounds great. Clint Bolick, a consérva-
“tive lawyer who is active in thé voucher -
_movement, also thought it could work_.'
: though he said, the Spendmg increase’

‘would mean: that " ‘some of my fellow""

" .conservatives would have apoplexy.”

Polly Wllhams, who Ied the dnve o en-

“act veuchers in- Mxlwaukee was anxwus

about extendmg them 1o studems who

o

. aren 't poor s0. we agreed to give them

only to children eligible for the federal :
schoo -lunch program. Thxs ‘would still

get vouchers to 78,000 children in Mil-
waukee instead of the f:vurrem 6.000, and
to four million city children nation-

¢ wide, We would move -pretty far toward
umversal coverage this way, since, sadly.” '
, tWo out of three city children quahfy for -

school lunch assistance.

" What about the. NAACP? To date the
organization has welcomed phllamhrop~- X
ic efforts, but wheri public funds are at - .
issue,-if stands by the unions. Julian -

" Bond, the chairman of the NAACP, re-

cently called vouchers “pork-for private -
Yet when [ asked Kweisi
‘Mfume. the NAACP president. about this
 proposal, he didn't hesitate. I don’thave :
- a.problem with that at all.” e said.. -
. Mfume says that NAACP opposition has

schools

been not 1deologaca but based.on three

concerns: !he association doesn t want® ~
programs that leave nearly every child -
/. out; it wants aceountability to the pubhc ’

" on student performance: and it wants an
o T e

honest approach to h:gher costs—such as - ;
"'those for transportation—that must be : -
.paid to make the system work for poor

children. The pilot programs in ‘Milwau-

kee and Cleveland fail especxally on.

grounds one and three:'the bargain [

" sketched addresses them. Mfume said he -
was ‘open to the proposal as long as the ..’
NAACP's concerns were miet. even if..
that meant takmg a stance dxfferent from

the unions’.

raising spending could create further op-

‘portunities for profit-hungry operators to

" take the vouchers-and run schools much

more. efficiently—not to their benefit. .
Owing to systematic-federal overpay- -
ments.. Medicare' HMOs. face just suchk- '

scams in-many places woday. ",
‘But outliers like Washmgton D. c.,

ande, it’s not cléar that urban schools are.
Qverspendmg.,(}wen that. isn't.it worth’

. running-a little risk to get a substantial
~voucher test under way? It seemed that

Friedman wouldn’t sign on, but toward -

the end of our discussion he relented. “I’ll
~tell you what I would go for,” he said.

Friedman, ;has alwavs beheved that so -

- many families would fiee public schools

if given a voucher wonh even half what -
is now spent per. pupnl that resources for )

Juey 1999

“It's a bad idea.” Milton Friedman said "+
at first, arguing that any increase in spend- ~
ing would *“fuel the racketeers inthe edu-
cation business.” Fnedman $ pomt is that |
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! and an overall $1 billion price tag.

each child remaining in the system would
rise. (If ten public school children have

$5,000 spent.on each of them. and three -
"leave taking $2,500 each. spending on the ’
' seven remaining would rise about 20 per-

cent. to just under $6,100.) So he would
approve of a 20 percent increase in per-
pupil spending for those who remained,
as long.as the voucher was worth only
haif that. Since Friedman thinks that this
20 percent increase will come over time

. anyway, he's not compromising his

ideals. His principled accommodation is
to put his money where his beliefs are

| and increase-spending up front as part of - .
| the deal.

But look where we are. Baltimore

_spends $6,400 per pupil today—versus

$6,800 spent by Maryland overall. Ac-

cording to Mfume’s reasoning, the
NAACP would accept a citywide vouch- -

er at roughly $7,600. Friedman could live
with $7,600 for current public sch'ooll
pupils but would want a voucherfor
departing students at $3,800. Surely
there's a deal to be made here—and a
chance, therefore, to help millions of chil-
dren while meaningfully evaluating

| voucher efficacy, addressing questions -

about everything from student achieve-
ment to private profiteering.

- What about the politicians? Lamar

Alexander seems the likeliest to raise
these issues thoughtfully in the 2000 elec-

_tion campaign: as a former Tennessee

governor and the Secretary of Education
under George Bush, he knows more
about schooling than any other presiden-

‘| tial aspirant. He has also been down this

road before. Alexander bears scars from

his ill-fated 1992 struggle to enact a -
.| voucher test at the federal level. Called
the G.1. Bill for Kids, the plan would have . -

spent $500 million in new federal dollars

to give the parents of half a million low-

and middle-income children each a

'$1.000 voucher to use at the schools.of

their choice. Alexander wagered (correct-
ly) that conservative groups would be
content with tiny sums of new money to
get their foot in the door, and (incorrectly)
that new cash for schools would be some-

thing the unions couldn’t be seen oppos-

ing. In a Democratic Congress the bill

“went nowhere. Today Alexander says he

would urge states to shift toward child-
centered funding. And he’d go to Con-
gress with an updated version of Bush’s
1992 bill. featuring $1,500 per voucher

I asked Alexander if he wasn't think-
ing too small: $1,500 vouchers would be
nowhere near sufficient to spark the cre-
ation of new schools. And with vouchers
spread thin across the country, he would

_get no trial of how broad-based choice

can improve schooling in a.community:
Why not try the 20 percent spending .
boost in exchange for universal vouchers
in a few cities?

The voluble Alexander went silent for
perhaps fifteen seconds as he considered
whether to go on record in favor of a pol-

icy that'would raise spending substantial-

ly-—somethmg that conservative primary .
voters would reject.

At length he said yes. Higher per-pupil
spending wouldn’t be his preferred solu-

' tzon, of course, but if that’s what it took

to get a bold voucher plan into failing
cities, he’d live with it. “I would go high
because the stakes are high,” he ex-

plained. “and to expose the hypocrisy of
" the unions. If I told the National Educa-

tion Association that we'd double it in the
five largest cities, they wouldn't take it.”
Was he right? I met with Bob Chase. -
the president of the National Education
Association, in the union’s headquarters

-in Washingtph. He made the familiar case

"‘,“De»mo‘crdts should
see large-scale urban -
_»vouéhé’r‘ programs
as an oppbrtu“n'zi‘ty,

nota threat.

for why vouchers are ineffectual today

and would be a threatening distraction for
public schools if tried more broadly. Only
25 percent of the adult population has
children in' the schools, he explained. We
need 1o help the othéf 75 percent under-
stand why financial supporn of schools is
important. In this regard ] sketched the

‘deal: a handful of cities. higher spending,
r  but only through vouchers. My tape
. Tecorder captured the staccato response.

JULY 1999
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“Is there any circumstance under which -
. that would be something that .

“No.”
- you guys could hve with? W'hy
‘No .
Double school spendmg
“No
. in inner cmes”"
"No"’ S
“Tripleit...”
“No.”

“. .. but give them a voucher?”

*'Cause, one, that's not going to hap-
pen.I'm not going to answer a hypothet-
ical [question} when nothing like that is
ever possible.”

“But teachers use hypotheucals every

day.”

“Not in arguments like this we don’ L

... It's pure and simply not going to hap-
pen. ['m not even going to use the intel-

lectual processes to see if in fact that couid.
work or not work, because it’s not going -

to happen. That's a fact.” _
Sandra Feldman was similarly unwill-

ing to consider such a plan. If new money’
is available for cities, both said, it should -

be spent to improve the existing system.
They would fund pay raises to attract
teachers to work downtown, tumaround
programs for troubled-schools, and gen-
eral urban programs for health, nutrition,
and parenting skills. Of course, pay rais-
es—or smaller class sizes, or any specific
reform—could happen under vouchers, if

that’s what schools felt was needed to at-

tract students. . -

lF one believes that urban education |

won’t improve under the same ap-
proach that has failed for years, the path
to progress through vouchers follows
a simple logic. A progressive hand is
needed to pursue the benefits of vouch-

ers without risk to the poor. A number of

conservatives are open'to such efforts if
they make possible larger voucher trials.
Given the disastrous state of many urban
schools, the Democratic Party should be
the natural home of this progressive
influence. It is not, because teachers’
unions loom large in Democratic fund-

raising and campaigns. Yet the Republi-

cans’ commitment to minorities will
probably never be trusted to carry this is=

sue alone. And; not unreasonably, Re-

publicans are unlikely to increase spend-
ing for urban schools without ensuring

that such increases are tied to system-

wide reform.

THE ATLANTIC MONTHLY

-

- Changing the Democratic Party’s ap-

proach to vouchers is therefore the only |.

way to do something serious.for urban

childrén anytime soon. This conclusion |
‘begets another political syllogism. and |

an opportunity. Most observers believe
that if the NAACP embraced vouchers. it
would force the unions to reassess their
opposition.. Teacher intransigence is sus-
tainable only as long as minority leaders
support it. because the children whose fu-
ture is being blighted are mostly black and

Hispanic. Yet as Kweisi Mfume makes

clear, getting the NAACP 1o change its

stance would require voucher plans much -

bolder and more comprehensive than to-

day’s pilots. -

Thus thinking bigger makes progress

likelier. “That’s why I've 1aken the more-

radical side,” explains Floyd Flake, who
quit Congress to run his church school

and pursue these issues. “It’s the only

way to force the debate.”

At some level even the unions know
that their stonewalling is indefensibie.
“] would never argue with an individ-
ual parent who wanted to figure out a

" way to get his or her child into a better |
- situation,” Sandra Feldman says. “But
" 10 me, as a maiter of public policy, that’s

not a good argument; The objective is
to make the schools good—not to escapc
them.”

But what if the abxl:ty to escape might

help to make the schools better"{ And
what if testing this proposition can't make
anyone worse off? Yes, big voucher plans

" may require an act of faith, but it wouidn’t

be the first gamble in American education
to work. A much smaller federal gov-
ernment rolled the dice on land-grant
colleges .in the 1860s with only a notion

_ of what would happen; the research
they sparked made U.S. agnculture the -

world’s most productive. The G.1. Bili
helped to spawn the postwar middle class.

_The moral urgency of today’s voucher
gamble is much greater. For ali these rea- -
.sons, Democrats should see large-scale
urban voucher programs as an opportuni-
. Ty, not a thréat. After all, once they em-
 ‘braced such a gra.nd bargain, Democrats .

would be in the-driver s seat. They retain,
at least for now, the moral authority to

" speak in behalf of the disadvantaged, and.

Republicans would not be able to shrink
from solutions they have Iong sought.
The alternative is a Democratlc Party that

favors its funders at the expense of its
~* constituents. @ '
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'D.C.%s Schools: Under th@ ’Gﬁn%érsm

A Plan for Reforming a System 1 hat Seems to YYunk Poor Kldiy Can't Learn

By Diane Ravitch

of Education released state and na-

tional reading scores, the District of
Colunbia insisted on keeping its results se-
cret. The city's reading scores, we may
safely assume, were bad news..

Over the past decade, the District’s pub-
lic schools have compiled a discouraging re-
cord on all kinds of performance meas-
wres—from a low graduation rate (fewer
than 60 percent of 10th-graders complete
high school} to falling enrollments and poor
achievement levels. There is broad consen-
sus that something must be done, and soon,
but little consensus about what.

Among educators, conventional wisdom
holds that the District’s poor record is
caused by the low socio-economic status of
its students. Research consistently shows a
close correlation between the income level
of parents and the educational performance
of their children. There is a tendency to
" use this connection to rationalize poor per-

formance, thus implying that poverty
equals destiny and so no one is to blame for
failure.

The challenge to publlc education today
is not to reinforce the correlation between
achievement and social class, but to sever
it. Schools were created to break the cvcle

* of poverty. Today they must find effective
ways of motivating children and preparing
them for higher education and high-skill
jobs in 2 sophisticated economy. If the cur-
rent svstem is successful for only about half
the students, then new approaches must be
sought to help everyone else.

Under a legislative proposal shaped by
Rep. Steve Gunderson (R-Wis.), the D.C.
system has a chance to become a trail blaz-
er in urban education. The Gunderson plan,
which passed the House on Nov. 2, wisely
realizes there are no panaceas. no magic
bullets, no-one-size-fits-all reforms that will
solve all of education’s problems. So in-
stead of one solution, Gunderson offers a

E AST SPRING. when the Department

Diane Ravitch, a historian of education, 1s
sensor research scholar at New York
University gnd nos-resident senior fellow
at the Brookings Institution.

menu of proposals. And unlike many legis-
lative proposals that are often a grab-bag of
disparate ideas, the Gunderson plan would
create a coherent system that includes a
core curriculum and assessments, scholar-
ships for low-income students, training for
low-income parents and new kmds of
schools.

As has happened elsewhere around the
country, reaction to some of these reforms
has becn heated, with alarmists warning
that public education is in peril. Far from
being o pertl, public education has long
proven to be nearly impervious to any sig-
nificant reformy. The issue is not-whether
public education will sufvive—it certainly

will—but whether thosé responsible for.

the schools are. willing to ‘try innovative
methods that might help: students who are
now fziling.

under consideration, i the District
and other areas around the country,
are charter schools, contracting for instruc-

‘The three major slructuraj changes

tion and school choice.” Experience .with'
these innovations has been limited because,
of intense political opposmon, mamly from'

teachers’ unions.. Critics ‘say“that it is

wrong to try a new strategy unlessit hasa -

track record of proven success, yet they si-
multaneously prevent any new ideas from
getting a fair trial. That ‘has left ¥s.in a
Catch-22, with -insuificient information
about any of these approaches Here's what
we do know: )

w Charter schools promise more accomsﬁ

abilily and less ‘bureaucracy. The Gunder- -
son plan proposes public charter s¢hools for |

the District, an approach that 19 state leg-
islatures have also approved. The central
idea is to allow existing public schools or
newly established schools to break free of
the bureaucratic system, manage their own
budget, create their own program and.es-
tablish a distinctive mission. The schools
use public funds, do not charge tuition, and
receive a renewable charter from a public
authority, usually for five vears. In ex-
change for meeting specific performance
goals, charter schools are relieved of most
state and local mandates and regulations,

except those a.ovenng heaith, safety and
civil rights, %

By adding anielement of accountabﬂm,,
public charter sthools actually strengthen
the hand of local officials. At present, when
a public school performs poorly, it gets
more funding: a: charter schoo! that per-
forms poorly will risk the loss of its charter.
That leaves schools answenng directly to'.

the local officials. who issue the charter, .

whether it's the stzte board of education, a-
school board or a state university. Under,
the Gunderson plan, charters wauld be ap-
proved either by, the D.C. Board of Educa- .
tion or by a new “charter schools commis-
sion” nommated by the secretary of

-education, appoiiited by the mayor and con- +
firmed by the C:ry Council. The plap alsg-
recomrhends thatthe Srmithsonian and the

Library of Congress consxder eqzabhshmg
charter schools

e Public cantmc!mg is appealmg becaw;c’
it offers a fre:sh alternative lo the status

quo Public contracting.is often referred to

as “privatizdtion,” but that labelis mislead-
ing. If a school”district sold. & “school out.’

right to a private company, thén the school
. would be privatized. But if the district’sign

a contract with a private company,. supphe
public:funds and. retains the authority t
cancel the arrasgement, it is merely con-

. tracting ‘out the managemem of a-public.
_service.

ConLract.mg is commonplace in pubhc ed- .
ucation. “Ali public schools contract® with
private qrg:_mimtit)ns for suppliés and food;
many . ‘also contract for such services as
transportation, maintenance ‘and- - security.
Some districts contract with private organi-
zations Lo instruct children with special
needs. or to teach reading and foreign lan-
guages. ;

What is new—uand controversna]—:s the
practice of contracting with private organi-
zations to adnunister an entire school. The
most prominent organization, Education Al-
ternatives Incorporated (EAD. recently lost
a contract to administer nine public schools
in Baltimore after refusing the city's re-
quest for budget cuts. Though EAl was
praised for cleaning up sharnefully neglect-
ed schools, critics claimed the company
failed to improye student achievement.

i;AJ s btggest error was its failure to devel~

op 3 good working relationship with the
teachers’ union.

" - Several other private organizations, most

notably the Edison Project, have won con-
tracts from local boards to create new
schools or manage existing ones. Like EAJ
they will uttimately be judged on whether
student achievement improves. Some states,
like New York, do not permit instructional
contracting, but the District of Columbia

“faces no such legal barrier. As Baltimore's

experience shows, contracting permits
greater accountability for public authorities
than the present situation because the con-
tractcanbecanoeledﬂ'performance[aﬂsto

“mutch promises: Since the. District already |
* has-the, authonty fot contracting, - the' Gun-

derson plan js silent on'this’ subject: -, -
w School chmcegstpamnzs mmy in
their child’s edvicatson. Of-al] the policy inno-
vations und Aconsxdemuon. the:mast: con-
troversial i$ choicé. Many school districts

have grudgingly accepted the idea of letting
- parents . choose amdng -public schools. but .

staufichly -oppose choice- Lhat includes pri-

vate institutions. Critics maintain’ that gving
-parents voiichers that they could use to'put

. their. children -in’ .private schools wuu]d -de--

stroy_-public - education * because ‘many -stu- "
dents would.abandon, the public stliools, |

They .also, claim that” vouchers would hurt
the.poor becausepmatesdmlswmddm
select. middie-class students to flll the:r
classrooms.

But the. amor. for cholce contmueﬁ to::

grow, in laigé,part. because many parents
“want to'be treated as:consumers with
. nghrs Advocates of choice also-argue that -
. competition would improve. the quahty of

" public education.

The -choice prograi. makitig the- most :
headway.is not a voucher plan for everyone. -

but a scholarship program fimited to Jow-in.
come students. Milwaukee's program pro-

*vides scholarships (of about $3,200) for poor”

children to -enroll in private or sectarian
schools. Unless the program is thrown out
by the courts (because of the inclusion of
sectarian schools), the school district: will
provide scholarships this vear for about
7.000 students (7 percent of the district's
enrollment). Next year, the number of pu-
pils will increase to 15,000. Most of the eli-
gible students are poor, black and from fe
male-headed families. Cleveland is supposed
to begin a similar program next September.

The Gunderson plan, like those in Mil-
waukee and Cleveland. does not provide
vouchers. Instead, it is 3 scholarship pro-

gram for low-income children. These, after
all, are the students most at nsk of failure.
The District plan would provide up t
$3,000 on a shiding scale. based on family in-
come; the money for scholarships would be
provided by Congress, not by the District.
Choice scholarships for poor kids elimi
nate any possibility that the program will”

benefit the well-to-do, because only Jow-in- .
come students will be eligible to participate. -

And public education would remain intact

because funding would be authorized for on-

ly about 1,500 poor youngsters in the first

year, and not more than 3,000 in the future.

Should scholarship programs include sec-

- tarian schools? Ultimately the courts will de-
cide this question, but higher education of-

. fers a model in which students are allowed
to use public scholarships to attend public,

pnvate and-sectarian institutionis, Head

. Start.is another program in which govermn-

ment funds follow the student even'to sec-

tarian - institutions, Wherever public funds

are used, the role of government is 6 ac-

- credit institutions that receive scholarship

-students, and government has the power to
-remove.accreditation from schools that

¢ practice . racial discrimination or ot.hérwise N

violate the law.

The only part of the Gunderson planthat
~-has not been approved in the House-Senate -
" conference is ‘the scholarship program for

.- poor kids, Participants expect Senate Major- |’

- ity Leader Bob Dole to resolve this issue.
. That issue will be voted on separately by the
" House and the Senate this week.

en years from now, we are hkely to
have schoot districts in which public
otficials oversee a diverse system that
‘includes state schools, charter schools, pri- -
vately managed public schools and a scholar-

ship program for the poorest children. Pub

lic authorities will be responsible for setting
standards; closing inadequate schools and
‘authorizing new ones. The ultimate goal -

must be to draw upon the resources of the |

entire conununity. so that every child is suc-
cessfully educated.

Despite what the critics say, public educa-
tion is not eadangered by any of the pro-
posed changes on the table. The real threat
to D.C.’s classrooms is the unwillingness of

R

public officials to aggressively shake up and

redesign a system in which nearly half of the _
children never finish high school. Our failure .

to provide alternative educational programs
for these children should shame us all.
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