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Following up on OUI conversation .last night, attached are some materials on vouchers. The 
first is a possible insen for the summit speech, which we have briefly discussed with Mike' 
Smith and Terry Peterson. The second is an aua,chrilent that walks through some of the 
additional arguments against vouchers. Both, espeCially the attachment, need a lot more 
work, but could be helpful as a starting point. 

We will talk with you soon. 
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Summit Speech: PossibJe Language on Private School Vouchers 

.~, '.;' ' 

"We are all here at this sUrt:unit because we agree on some critical steps that this g'erterarlon 
must take iIi order to leave our next gerieratiqn with better'schools: raise standards, " " 
strengthen accountability. provide more chokes and encourage parental 'involvement, suppoi:t 

, innovativetechnblogy> and guarantee' s~fe places for our children to learn. We know these' 
steps will work, if we all do our part. ' ' , 

"But one approach would sidetrack progress toward real reform: the divisive strategy of 
private school vouchers. ' 

"Controversy over vouchers polarizes cominunities when they should be coming together to 
do the har~ work of improving our public schools. In fact. lOCal and state, disputes over 
vouchers have diVided citizenS. rather than unifying' them around standards. technology aIid 
other baSIC strategies we know can,work. 'Voucher disputes rob uscf the'tinie, energy ahd 
cominon purpose that we need 'to put effeCtive reforms,iiltoactlon. " ' , 

"'Moreover, vouchers would undermine 'two 'of Anienca;s most fundiimental institutions: 
public and private schooling. Just when a new, baby boom is bringing record numbers of 
srudentsrnto our nation's classrooms, Vouchers would drain money from ihe wellspring of 
our American democracy. the. public schools ~t educate and pass on our cominon 

. democratic values to almost ninety percent ofthe nation's students . 

. " Meanwhlle, if public funds are used 'to,support the ba~ic'costs ofp,rivate schools, we will 
see increased calls for private schools to' be~orne more directly' acco~ritabie to the. public .. 
That would forever al~er the nature' of private schooling. ' 

"'I deeply respect the vital role of public and private education in Ainerica;. privat~ school' 
vouchers woul4 jeopardize both. If . ' 
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Attach:n1ent: Addition3I Background on Vouchers 

PUblic education is a cornerstone of our American democracy an~ way of life. American 
children are born into one ofthe most diverse populations in the world. In our Public 
schools. chi1dren from all walks of life play together, grow up together, and learn cominoIi 
values together. It is this unique blend of unity and diversity. made possible 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 result in the disintegration of oUr 
public edu~ation sY$tem, and ultimately the fragmentation of our society. ... . 

, . 
" . . , 

Vouchers would dhun enormous amoun1'$ of money away from public sch60ls just when 
investments in PUblic schools becomes more critical then ever, and when AmericanS are 
saying the improvement of public sChools is their number one priority. Instinttiori. of . 
vouchers nationwide would drain billions of dollars from public schools -- just' at a tir:ile 
when~e Adm~straiion and Co~gress have finally agreed to preserve funding for education. 

Studies of voucher ~xpedments in Milwaukee and in England show no evidence that 
vouchers improve stUdent performance. In Milwaukee, students who participate in private 
school choice prograinS do no better academically than comparable studeIitSin public ' 
schools. In England, srudies have shown that the best students do get "skimmed" from the 
public schools. ' 

Vouchers would undermine private education. Inevirable abuses --or even concerns about 
potential abuses -- under a voucher program would inci~e efforts to bring private schools 
under public ·regulation. This woUld effectively end the independence of this iropOrta'nt 

. alternative to public education in American life. Last year. even Pat Buchanan warned 
against thenegadve effect of vouchers on grivaie schools, Problems :with voucher schools in . 
Milwaukee 'have already .led to calls for increased publiC regulation of private ,schools there: 

. . 
Another serious risk of private schoOl voucher plans is the ease with which mismanaged, 

fIi13.ncially 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 fust experiment with publicly funded· private school vouchers .IJave been disturbing, 

but consiStent with tough lessons learned 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 ..yriting $47.000 in bad checks. While hundreds of 

famili,es have been trying to figure out where. to send their children in the middle of the year, . 

2 other voucher schools are rcportin'g flIl3ricial problems may drive them out of business.· 


Voucher sUpporters '. argue that, these closures show the market is wOrking and weeding out 

bad schools; opponents suggest the price for children and taxpayers is too high. Fout of 17 

Milw·aukee voucher schools have reported financial problems. arid two have closed and the 

other tWo may close soon. .opponents 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 public funds this year alone . is too high. 

Due to these problems arid others, voo.chers polarize and politicize the public discussion, 
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 otherWise popular education refoIm measures. 
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Even if vouchers did work for the stUdents who .received them, voucher plans woUld 
essentially provide a lifeboat for a small minority of students, and drain support from a 
sinking boat where most Of the ~tliderits are left behind. This is a dark vision for the future 
of AItierican children, and I.refuse to support it. I think we can fix OUI public schools, and ::," . 

, so do you", OtherWise, you wouldn't be at this suIilmit. " , 

Standards, assessments, irifonnation.toparents. public charter schools and public s~h601 
choice are much better ways to expand choice and" accountability. Public charter schools ate 
formed only after their applications have been reviewed for quality and financial 'viability; 
moreover, they are accountable to public institutions. Chaner schools and 'public school 
choice can expand "options for students and families, while avoiding the damaging '. 
consequences of private school vouchers .. 

1.' , 
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A Bold 'E:xperiment to 
Fix. City Schools' 
A proposciljor schooliJOuchers on 

which' Milton Friedma'n, Lamar Alexander, 

a';"d Kweisi Mfume, the president 0/-- the NAACP, all agree 

WHEN Maria Neri's daughter the$5.4bO Los Angeles would spend 'to' 
Tina finished eighth grade~ two , educate Tina in public school. Neri, thir
years ago, her scholarship at:a ty-three; earns $600 a month as a part-' 

Catholic elementary time teacher's aide; 
school in south-central by !\1atth'ew l\liller she:s looking for a 
Los A,ngeles ended: , second. and perhaps a 
The parochial high school in which Neri. third, job, Her husband. from whom she 
(not her real name) hoped to enroll Tina . is separated~ earns $l;200a mont~ as a 

, charges $3.500 a year-a third less than laborer in a glass factory. He' pays his 

Illustrations by 1. C, Suares 

wife's' monthly rent of S340, but ofier~ 
no suppon beyond that After p'ayinl:'! ior, 
food. a phone. gas. and ,?ther expenses. 
Neri had no money left io' put ioward 
private ,school for Tina. Yet s,he was 

, afraid to send Tina to the neighborhood 
public school. where the walls were 

, c'overed with graffiti. and ,"eholos. "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 
publi~ school, which. though twemy , ; 

minutes awily;at ieast seemed safer. 13m 
it is far from ideaL C lassrooms' each have 
'foriy to' foi'ty-fi ve children belonging to ' 
several different grades: Tina: sixteen, 
says the , teachers often have thestud~nts 
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 he changed. with" 
embarrassment and, an apology. after 
NeI;i 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 affo~d 'it "I talk to 

my daughter." Neri explains. "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 andmostdem~ 
agogic debates. Through ,vouchers. of
ten touted as an answer to Neri's problem. 
the government' would give parents so~e 
or all of the money it now spends educat
ing their children to use at a, school of 
thei'T choice. Depending on whom you 


, Iist!!nto .. vouchers 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 forinersenator from Indiana. But 

Kweisi Mfume. the president of the Na

tional Association for the Advancement 

of' Colored People. calls vouchers a "ter

, rible threat." and Sandra Feldman. the 
president of the American Federation' 
of Teachers. says' 'they mean "a radical 

,abandonment of public schools and pub
lic education," 

These are, heated claims. especially 
given the relative IX s'mall number of stu , 
dents who are involyed in voucher pro: •. j 

grams today. Just over 52 million st,u-, 
dents attend ·grades K through 12 in the" 

, . . ~. . i . 
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United States: Only two cities offer pUb: 
liely funded vouchers: in Milwill~kee 
(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, Rorida 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 bfthe 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 roughly 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 anc 
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 0.1 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 lS the "voucher 

left"? Vouchers have 

a long but unappreciat

ed pedigree aniong 

progressive reformers. 

taking place utterlyai 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 schools in time to 
prevent what the Reverend Floyd Flake. 
a voucher advocate and a former Demo- . 
cratic congressman from New Yo'rk: 
calls "educational genocide:' 

This tragedy is most pronounced.in 
big cities. whose public schools together 

16 

serve six million children. Despite heroic 
' local effons and pockets of success. de

pressing 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 ills that plague 

'cities. Of Detroit's eleventh-gra!iers 8.5 
percent were deemed "proficient" in 
science on Michigan's 1997 statewide 
exam. Founh-graders in Hartford ,were 
a tenth as likely as Connecticutsttidems 
overall to show proficiency 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 repon in Education Week con
eluded last January. "~ost 4th graders 
who live in U.S. cities can't read and un
de;stand a simple children's booK. and 
most 8th graders can't use arithme"fiC 
to~ a practical prob~m."As POlis 
prove, increasing numbers of urban par
ents like Maria Neri want a ;"'ay 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 educ'a
tion and the taxes that fund it. 

. MISSING entirely from the debate 
, is the progressive pro-voucher per

spective. To listen to the unions and the 
NAACP. one would think that voucher; 
were the evil brainchild of the economist 
Milton Friedman and his conservative 
devotees, lately joined by a handful, of 

" . 

desperate but inisguided urban blacks, In. 
fact vouchers hilve a long but u!1appreci
ated'intellectUai 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 been ignored by the press and 
trounced in internecine wars. But if urban 
children are to have any hope, the vouch
er left'S best 'days must lie ahead. 

Finding a' product~ve compromise 
means recalling the role of prt?gressives 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 coati
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 multi-year test of vouch
ers that touches not 5,000 but 500,000' 
children, and eventually five milliol'1-'
and increases school spending' il'1 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. 

IN 1962 John E. "Jack" Coons, an ide
alistic thirty-two-year-old law pro

fessor at Nonhwestem 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 tradi!ion of "local control" is 
rarely the subject of national controve~sy. 
In part thatis because it gives the nation's 
most powerful citizens ~oth lower taxes 
and better schools. Imagine two towns, 
Slumville and Suburbia. Sl,umville has 

J l' l "1 999 

: .. ". .... 

http:pronounced.in


$100,000 in taxable property per pupil: 
Suburbia has $300,000. If Slum ville votes 
to tax its property at four percent, it raises 
$4,000 per pupil. But 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 sometimes four or five times as much. 
To Coons and his colleagues, such in
equity in a public service was indefensi
ble. Beginning with Private Wealth and 
Public Education, a book that he, S~gar
man, and Clune published in 1970, Coons 
has denounced the system eloquently. 
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. Butadmis

. 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 locid wealth-!Jnless it is ,the wel:ilth 
of a state as a whole. "Everyone ought to 
be put in a roughly equivalent position 
with regard to what the state will do," 
Coons, now an emeritus law professor at 
Berkeley, says. 

Coons and Sugarman made a succes's~ , 
ful case for the unconstitutionality of.the 
school-finance system in Caiifornia's fa
rrious Serrano case in 1971. beginning a 
national movement to litigate for school 
equity. Although it was Iiule noticed thien, 
they cited vouchers as a potential remedy. 

,The idea was to give courts a way to in
struct legislatures to fix things wi'ihout 
having to mess with local control. Asking 
legislatures to centralize school funding at 
the state level was a political non~tarter. 
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 to that of 
better-off districts. And what could be 

more "locaL" they reasoned. than giving' they maintain minimum sanitary stan
families direct coi1trol over the cash to use dards~" In 'Friedman's view. 'market-style 
at schools as they chose? competition for srudents would spur the 

, dev~lopme'nt of schools that were better 

COONS and Sugarman, focusing on tailored .to families' needs and cost less 
, school equity. thus arrived at a pol 'than those run by notoriously inefficient 

icy that Milton Friedman had been urg public bureaucracies. 
ing through a principled commitment to Friedman's and CClons's different an
liberty and to its embodiment., the market. gles of vision r~present the ancient tug 
Friedman's 1955 essay '''The Role of Gov- .. between liberty and equality within the 
ernment in Education", is viewed .as the , pro-voucher camp-'a debate the two 

, fountainhead of the voucher movement. • have waged since Friedm~n was an o'c
, In an ideal world, the future ,Nobel laure- casional guest on Coons's Chicago radio 

ate reasoned. the government might have show, Problems o/the City.in the I 960s. 
, no role in schooling at all; yet a ininimum Friedman today isn't bothered by issues 
required level of education and its financ of. school-finance equity. "What's your 
ing by the state could be justified. , view of inequity in clothing and food?" 

he snapped when asked recently, say
A stable anc! democratic society is im ingthat such concerns reflect Coons's 
possible without widespread accep "socialistic approach." And even if pub
tance of some common set of values lic schools were making every child an 
and without a minimum degree of lit Einstein. Friedman says. he would still 
eracy and knowledge on the part of want vouchers. ':Private enterprise as op
most citizens ... the gain from the ed

posed to collectivism," he says, "would, 
ucation of a cnild accrues' not only to 

always be better:"
the child or to his parents but to other 

Coons is less ideological. In his view, members of the society...'. Y~t it is 
choice would improve the public schools, '. not fepSible.,to identify. the particular 
which he belie-.:es would always be choIndividuals (or families) benefitted or 

, , 'sen by the majority, even with a full,the money vahle of the be~efit and so 
blown voucher system. The prospect ofto,charge for the services rendered . 
losing students (and thus funding) would 

However..Friedman said. if this "neigh-.; force improvements faster than today'~ 
borhood effect" meant that the govern-,', seemingly endle'ss rounds of ineffectual 
rpenHvas warranted in paying for K-:l2 education fads. If poor children got a de
education, another question remained: 'cent education under the current system, 
Should the government run the schools as " he adds. he probably wouldn't have de
well? Friedman's'view was that schools' voted his life to these issues. 
could be just as "public" if the govern-' , The fate of disadvantaged children 
ment financed but didn't administerthem. under a voucher regime is where the 
That notion remains virtually unintelligi- . Coons-Friedman dash is sharpest. Coons 

, ble to leaders in public education. per- would be glad to offer vouchers to all 
, haps because it is so threatening., low-income srudents and to no one else 

, Friedman's analogy (adopted by every, if such a step were necessary for con-
voucher proponent since) was to theG.1. sensus: He fears that u.ndel' a universal 
Bill, which gave veterans a maxi~um voucher system they could get left be-
s~m per year to spend at the instirutlon of hind, as'schQols competed to recruit bet~ 
their choice. provided that,it met certain Jer-off,smarter, healthier (nondisabled) 
minimum standards. Likewise. for ele-, 'student's. The inc'entives are plain: such 
mentarv and secondary schooling Fried- ", children would be easier to teach, and 
man e~visioned a uni versal voucher schools could charge wealthy families far 
s~heme that would give parents a fixed more than the voucher amount to maxi-
sum per child, redeemable at an ;'ap- mize profit; Coons and the voucher l~ft ' 
proved" school of their choice. Such a therefore insist that any I!niversal scheme 
school might be nonprofit or for profit. re- 'should include protections for low-in
Iigiolls or secular. Parents could add, tp come and disabled children. Examples 

'the sum if they wished. The role ofgov- , would be increasing the voucher amount 
ernment would be limited 10 aSsuring that for those children to make them more at
:'approved" schools ,included some com- tractive to schools. and letting schools 
mon content in their programs, "much as redeemth~ir voucher~ only if. say, 15, 
it now inspects restaurants to as~ure that (Contin~ed on page 26) 
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, '(Continuedfroriipage 18); broader database from whichtojudge the' 'The fir~t, response to this argument,is' 
. percent of new' places we~ reserved'for impact of vouch~r hstem~. (In, tPe 'first" to ask, 1.'hen what'.s the problem? If as 

such children; for whom the· voucher "semester of the· ~rograin 566 children ,a practical; matter' unions feel that· most 
would cover tuition. T~'Friedman, these, taking ~ouchersleft district schools:},For . children with vouchers will remai~ where, 
are unacceptable intrusions on schools' now ~he':no.evidence·',aigument s'ays . they are, it's hard to see what the harm IS 
freedom to opera(~.as they like,' tu~ing· 'moreabqut union chutzpah 'than about, in trying them. A second response is that' 
vouchers'into "a welfare 'program, not an " voucher performance. even relatively few defections from pub-., 

. '," ". . • i{ 

education program:' , . 	 Vouchers drain mOnl?V from public lic schools ,may spur efforts to improve,i.,',: ,'~chools: Sandra Feldman, o(the Amer- them. Districts with innovative charter 
ITHOUT a link tounions"-which. i<.:1Ul Federation of Teachers. says that ,the. schools ha~e r~ported such a reaction. W. despite the waning oftheir influ-' $10 .millionCleveland uses to give . , The larger answer,however, is ,that,' 

ence. remain one of the few sources of, vouchers t6 4,000 children would be bet-, broader voucher schemes would prompt, > .' 

p'rogressive ideas in,Ameri~an public: 	 ter spent oh:measures that would benefit many institutions and entrepreneurs to' , 
every child; s\1ch as s/uinking class sizes add schools and spaces to the "market,":;' 
and)auncllingproven reading prog~am~. This would happen not overnight but~•. ' 

A" . db ."gran argal,n,,: But,this is disingenuous', Cleveland pro-. oyer a ~umber.ofyears~ The initi~'sp~ce~ "r" 

vid~d the $10 rriillion in addition to more 	 would be likely to come from Catholic' 
eombirie'a bigger rOlid ..' tha'n $'600 million in existing school schools, wbich accountforhalfthe:pri

, ," : sp'eridirig in order ~o mollify)mions,' 'vate-school slots in the country. Jerome 
tes t '+017' vouehe'rs with ' wqich insist~diliat vQuchers,not;':c;ome . Porath, the schoolschieffotthel::.os.An

.J' , , " \ . out·of the hide:' ,of public schools:JCs .gelesarc~diocest<. says that if every stu
.' d .", l' .' 'uilfair for unions to turn around .a'nd dent got a voucher wortli ari amount close 
uie rease per.:.pitpi .. ';~ornplaiMhat the extra cash they ihsisted to the current per-pupil expendit~re 'in 

. ""·:o.nshould have gone 'eIsewhere;'The . California. over s~veral,yearsenoughfa~ 
Spending. ., '('mthis thatpu~lic .schoois are fre'~ to cilities could be :buil!or rented "to clC-' 

~'. )', fund s,!ch measiIres now by'shifting,pri- commodate everybody who w~ltted tof.~ ,>,:; :·.oritiesw~thinthbrbudgets::Anci.when, come." "We'll get out o~r sp,!'eadshee,s 
..,.."'.,.' '.. ,broader,voucher pians let'the'amount and figure it out,"hesays. Miiton'FrieCJ

.. th,at public schb()IS rec~ive' per student man adds, "Yo~ c~'tthinkof it in ter~s'. , 
_ follow students who leave the system, of the existing s~ockofschools. Th'ere 

- . thepublic-sCho.olcoffers ~ not drained ,will bea flood of ne'w. schools started." 
. ., , ,:-s~hOols receive th~ resoUrces theiren-Projih; bafl. Voucher foes actaSif 

. life-liberal pro-vouchercharnpions have; . rollment merits. ' .. there were something venal about the 
had little politicalifupact. Th~ muting of . Vouche'rs a;'r,unconstitutio~~l:Some ·,;profit motive when applied to SCllOOls; 
their vo.ice.,combin'i:~ With th~' ease of •. critics say' thatvouc~er use at"f!!ljgioris But public e~ucation is already big bus
legislating pilot programs, explains why': ':: scho.ols:vio.lates the Constitution's ban on . iness.' The $320 billion spent la'st' yearon. 
few urban children have a choice today: '''estabiishment of religion:" ,but the bet- . K-i2 schooling is .lusted after by text" 
Wnat's'mo.re. decept'i ve argum~nts by .. t~r view of the S~'prerrie Court's confus- " book publishers, test 'designers, building 

. both teachers' unions and conservati~e, ac- '., ing jurispI:udence here sugg~sts that's . contractors, food and janitoriaIservices, 
tivists keep the bro!lder.~public confused. , .. .wrong. After all, no. one thinks that fed~ and softwMe companies. to name'only, a 
. Teachers' unions (and' vo.ucher foes' : er31 student loans are unconstitutional, few examples.. This largesse inevitably 
generally) rely on five dtibious3i-gumentsS. when they are usect'bY studeflt~ to attend bririgssCiindals __ for example, the Cali- . 

There 'sno evidence that vouchers,,: Notre Dame. Las'iJune. Wisconsil),s high- 'fornia flap in 1996 over, whether cam
work. The trials have been so isolatea;' ;'/est cou,rtupheld Milwauk~e's plan. be- paign co.ntributi~ns influenced.a big text
unions say. toat.their- results are ,un- cause the voucher goes to. patentst6 ~setiook purchase. Like healih:ca,re, defense, 
proved. Th:n's anervY cas~ to make",' where they like. not toany,pariiculartype , and othermajo.r public services, schools 
when it is union opppsition'that has kept . o.f ~ch()ol. In unii:mhands, moreover, this 'will always be' par,ily'about business; 
the trials sm.dl. Pro- and~nti-voucher 'legal complaint see~s suspiCiously tac- vo.ucherswould simply change who con
forces have funded research iri' Milwau~ tical: It can'r be that'vre are .constitution-·· trois the::flow of cash. There's no' reason 
kee.and Cleveland that purp~)rtsio show, . 'allY,obligated to imprison urban chiidren to thinK that the abuses under a voucher 
why Johnny is doing deqIo.nstrably bet-: .in failing scho.ols, .'., " . system Wo.uld be worSe than abuses today. 
ler or worse. 'tinder vouc~ers. It is i.m~: ,.' ,,~ nie. capacity ~sn ithere. Public schools ' Vouch~r foes make oth~runpersua:
Po.ssible, to. makese'nse of-these, d~~iing' . 's~rve'46 million K'-12:ch.il.dieri. private sive claims. They say that ;vouchers will 
studies, whose sample sizes 'are s'Osmall , schools six million •. Since private scti~ols cream ~ff tb~ mosNalented, children and 
that results seem to. tum on whethe~:say,cru;;raccommodate more than a fraction the most-active parents-~.a wort'y'tliai 
three children in.qeveland handed in .o.ft04ay;~ §tudents.dpponents say, vouch- .' seems acute primarily because today's 
their homework on time. 'Wealthy,con:- en canet oe a meaningful part of sC,hool' voucher plans rem:tih tiny, They: say thai 
servatives are no~ offering vou~her~ to ';,refqrrii.,:',Whereare thes~s~hOOls g,o.ing. private schoqls ~ilr unfairly be ,able, to 
all 14.000 at-risk children in a poo.r.San .. ito come 'from?" Sandra Feldman repeat- avoid,troublemaking kids by 'notadmit- . 
A~ionio district in.pan so. as to compiie a, .' ~dly ~Slc~d,during an interview Wi~ me, .' ting them-ignoring the fact that public 
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districts themselves often send such kids' 
to special schools of "last reson." Thev 
say the oversight that will follow publi~ 

, money will make private schools n:!sem
ble public bureaucracies-ignoring the 
greater flexibility that most analysts say 
such schools will retain in hiring and fir
ing. resource allocation. and .cumculum 
design. Finally. they argue that ii is crazy 
to subsidize more-affluent p'arents who 
already pay for private school-a seem
ingly powerful charge until one recalls 
that such families are now. paying twice 
for schools. and thai vouchers offered 
only to poor families would' avoid the 
problem entirely. . . 

For their part, conservative voucher, 
fans peddle one big misconception: 
vouchers can save lots of money because 
per-pupil spending in private schools is 
typically less than half that in pilblic 
schools today. It is true that religious 
schools have fewer adminis'trators 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: andoften public schools 

m'ust offer extras such as English as a 
. Second Language. breakfast and lunch' 

programs. and transportation. When such 
.' differences are t'akeri·imo account. and 
"hidden subsi~res 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
c~nt of total per-pupil 'spending in order 
to stimulate capital investment in new 
schools. Set it too low. and the result will 
be simply to fill the handful of empty 
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 a's much ;'1S $50 billion in repairs; . 
Some public school bureaucracies-: 
Washington, D.C., and St. Louis come to. 
rirind-seem so hopeless that it would be 

',senseless to pgur new money in until· 
management has improved. But despite 
run-down buildings and higher propor
tions of special~needs stuoents, cities 
,such as Philadelphia and Baltimore spend 
substantially less per pupil than do their 
states overall. 

0 ISINGENUQVS rhetoric. vi~ceral 
distrust. maXimal poslUnng. mIll!

mal progress. Political debates escape 
this kind of dead end when grassroots 
pressure makes the stalllS ~uo umenabk. 
or when leaders emerge with fresh ways 
offrarning 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 bener 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-, 
ers College, is' a lifelong liberal and a 
v~)Ucher foe. Yet, frustrated by the seem': 
ingly hopeless troubles of inner cities. 
Levine called last June for a "rescue, 
operation" that wO!Jld give vouchers to 

:two to three million,poor children at the 
, . /. . 

worst urban public schools. "For me," 
Levine says, "it's the eq'uivalent of. 
SClJjndleris !ill." Lisa Graham Keegan, 
Arizona's superintendent of public in
struction and a rising. Republican star, 
calls the propeny-tax base for school fi-
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" aren't poor. so we agreed t'ogiye them '., 

· only to children eligible for the federal . 


" 
school-lunch program, This would stiiI" 


, get vouchers to 78.000 children in Mil· 

, waukee ins~~ad of the current6.000. and 


to four million city children nation

wide"We would move ·pretty far towarq 

universaL coverage this way. since. sadly." 

two o~t of three <:;ity children qualify for 
 .;: , 

:school-Iunch assistance. . .. ~, . 
, Wliat about the NAACP? To date the 

organization has welcomed philanthrop~' , 

ic ~fforts. 'but when .publiC funds are at . 


,issue. ·ii stands by the unions. Julian 
, Bond. the chairrilan ofihe NAACP, re

cently called vouchers "pork for private' 
schools." Yet when I asked Kweisi 

,Mfume, the NAA~P p~sid~nt. about this 
proposal. he didn't hesitate. "rdon't have 
a problem with that at alt".he sa,id. 
Mfume says thai NAA.C~ opposition has 
beeh notideological but based· on t~ree 
concerns:'the association doesn't want· .. 
programs that leave nea~ly:every child 
out; itw~ts ~lO:Oun!!!>JiliY,.!Q..the pJ!blic 
on stUdent P.!'..rformance; arid itwants ;ill 
~.-~~~ ..... ".... ' 

· honest approach to higher costs-such as 

, those for transportation-that must be : 

.paidJo.make the system work for poor 

chlldren. The pilot programs in:Milwau

kee and Cleveland fail especially on: 

grounds one ~nd,three;:the bargain I ,
' 

nance "pemicious" and "wholly unfair." pupil. every child would get a $6,000, • sketched addresses tHem: Mfume said he 
She wants a system of "student~centeted 'voucher." , was open to the proposal as long as' the 
funding." in which reven:ues fronj a ' :. Such a proposal. serving half a million. NAACP's' concerns were met. even if.. 

, source other than property taxes would be cNldren. wO\lld cost$~O million a year. , that' meanttakihg a st,ante different from 
distributed. by the state on an equal per- 'If the voucher sys!em-were then extend·: the unions' . 
pupil basis through vouchers. . ed to all six million big-city childfen(a . "It's a bad idea." Milton Friedman said 

If leading 'liberalsare wi!li~g to ques- .. :fogical'step if 'r~sults of the trial were ' at fu:st. arg~ing that any increase in spenll
tion the public school monopoly. and proIpisi~'g);thepri~e tag Would be S8..bil- ' ing ,w.ould "fuel the racketeers in theedu- ' 
prominent conservatives hear.thec,aU of lion a year•. or OAp.en;ent of federal, . cation business." Friedman's point is that, 
justice. the vo~cher debate, has a chance" spending. (For p~rpos<:s ofdi~cussion, I. raising spending coiIld create further op· 
to move forward. The se'Ilsible first step left aside: the question of who o~tside the portunities for proftt-hungryoperators to ; , 
would be a much bigger road test. Here's district would fun,d the 20 percent in- ' take the vouchers and run schools much 

, the idea I have put to various players in crease. ihough the 'SUrpIUHich' federal m(fre efficiently'-not to their benefit. ' 
the debate: SUppOS1! everyone:tame to"government comesi'eadily tOI'Qind.) Owing to systematic, federal overpay
gether and, said. Let's take three odour 'The response's to this idea suggest how ments. Medicare HMOs face just such, 
big Cities .. where we agree the public. quickly the scale of today's debate 'could scams in many places today., , 
schools are failing. (Lea-.:e out dens of change':"""and who is responsible if·it But outljers ·Iike Washington; D.C., 

. mismanagement like Newru-kand Wash: " ~oesn'c , .' ., , : aside, it's not ck~ar that urban schools are , 
ington. where spending is high but in-, 'Jack Coons. the "egalitarian," said it overspending. Given that; isn''Ut worth 

,effective.) In these cities we'll raise per- ,sou~ds great. Clint Boli~k. a conse~a., , running a little risk to get a substantial 
pupilspending'by 20 percent. giving, ;'tiv~iawyer who is active il1 the voucher' voucher ((::st under ~ay? It seepted that 
urBan schools the resources the left says 'movement, also th~uglit it cguld work-':' .' Friedman wpuldn:t sign 'on. but toward 
they: need. and thlis going far to achieve, . though. he said; the spending increase' the end of oUf d.iscussion he relented. 'Til 
,the Coons vision of funding equity. But .• would mean.that':some of my fellow" tell you what I would go for," ,he said. 
w'e 'I! implement this increase byway of..:conservat~ ves ,,:,ould.~ave a~oplexy," . Friedman.has alwavs, believed that so 
a universal v,?ucher ,system that finally' Polly Wilha~,~.,W?O l:~d the, drive to. en" many faniiiies would I'lt:ie public schools 
gives ever.' child a choice. So. for exam·" 'act~ouchers mMIiwaukee.was anXIOUS if given a voucher wonh even half what, 
pie. i~ a city that nowsp~rtds$5.000 per '. a~out extendin~ th~mto. student~ ",no is now spent p~rpupirthat re~outces fo~ 
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each child remaining in the system would I asked Alexander if he wasn't think

rise. (If ten public school children have ing too small: $1,500 vouchers would be 

$5,000 spent,on each of them. and three' nowhere ~ear sufficient to spark the cre


, leave taking $2.500 each. spending on the : ationof new schools. And with vouchers 
seven remaining would rise about 20 per spread thin across the co.untry, he would 
c~nt. to just under $6,1 00.) So j1e wOlild . get no trial of how broad-based choice 
approve of a 20 percent increase in per~ can improve schooling in a community; 
pupil spending for those Who re~ained. 'Nhy .not try the 20 percent spending. 
as long. as the voucher was worth only b60st in exchange for u.niversaJ-vouchers 
half that. Since Friedman thinks that this in a few dties? 
20 percent increase will come over time The voluble Alexander went silent for 
anyway, he's not compromising his perhaps fi.fteen seconds as he considered 
ideals. His principled accommodation is whether to go on record in favor of a pol
to put his money where his beliefs are icy thafwould raise spending substantial
and increase'spendi~g up front as part of ·Iy:.....-something that conserVative prirri;;ry 
the de31. voters would reject. . 

But look where we are. Baltimore At length he said yes. Higher per-pupil 
spends $6,400 per pupil today-versus spending wouldn.'t be his preferred s9lu
$6,800 spent by Mary"and overalL Ac , tion, ,of course. but if that's what it took 
cording to Mfume's reasoning, the to get'a bold voucher plan into failing 
NAACP would accept a citywide vouchc . cities, he'd live with it. "I would go high 
er at r(lughly $7,600. Friedman could live because the stakes are high," he ex- , 
with $7.609 for current public school plained, "and to expose,the hypocrisy of 
pupils but would want a voucher' for the, unions. If I told the National Educa': 
departing students at $3,800. Surely tion Association ,that we'd double it in the . 
there's it deal to be made here-and a five largest cities, they w.ouldn't take it.", 
chance, therefore. to help millions of chil Was he right? I met with Bob Chase. 
dren while meaningfully evaluating the president of the National Educ~tion 
voucher efficacy. addressing questions Association, in the union' s headquarters 
about everything from student achieve in Washington. He made the familiar case 
ment to private profiteering. 

What' about the P?liticians? Lamar 
Alexander seems the likeliest to raise Democrats should, 
these issues thoughtfully in the 2000 elec .\.' 

tion campaign: as a former Tennessee see large-scale urb'an 
governor and the Secretary of Education 
under George Bush, he knows more voucher programs
about schooling than any other presiden
tial aspirant. He has also been down' this as an opportunity,road before. Alexander bears scars from 

his ill-fated 1992 struggle to enact a . 

voucher test at the federal leveL Called not a threat. 

the GJ. 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 
S1.000 voucher to use at the schools .of 
their choice. Alexander wagered (correct
ly)'thatconservative groups would be 
content with tiny sums of new money to for why vouchers are ineffectual tOQay' ' 
get their foot in. the door, and (incorrectly) and would be a threatening distraction for 
that new cash for schools would be some pUblic schools ifmed more broadly. Only 
thing the unions c9uldn't be seen 0PP9s , 25 ,percent of the adult population, ~as 
ing. In a Democratic Congress the .bill children in' the schools, he explained. We 

,	went nowhere. Today Alexander says he need to help the other 75 percent under
would .urge states to shift toward child stand why financial support of schools is 
centered funding. And he' d go to Con important. In this regard I sketched the 
gre~s with an updated version of Bush's , deal: a handful of cities. higher spending, 
1992 bill, featuring $1,500 per voucher 'bu't only through vouchers. My tape 
and .m overall $1 billion price tag. , recorder captured the staccato response. ' 
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Even today, many institutions still drnw the 
line against our inner cities. But you can erase 
that line-when you invest $2500 or more in 
a federally insured Shorebank CO. We lend 
your dollarS to hard-WOJi<jng pOOple in under
invested neighborhoods. Then, we pay you 
back with interest. Call Shorebank' today... 

, and make the investment that takes a S1and. 

PmYoUB MONlY WHEBE Ya HlAlllls. 
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;'Is there any circumstance under which Changing the Democratic Pany's ap
that would be something that: ..". . proach to vouchers is therefore the only 

"No.," . way to do. something serious·for urban 
:'. , . you guys could li,ve with? WhyT children anytime SODn. This conclusiDn 
·'No." - . . begets another political syllogism. and 
~'Double school spending ..." an opportunity. Most observers believe 
"No;" th~i ifthe NAACP embraced vouchers. it 
"... in inner cities?" wouid force the unions to reassess their 
"No." opposition:. Teache~ iiltransigence is sus
"Triple it ..." tainable Dnly as long as minority leaders 
"No." support it. because the children whose fu
"... but give them a voucher?" ture is being blighted are mostly black and 
.. 'Cause. one. that's nDt going to hap- Hispanic. 'Yet as Kweisi Mfume makes, 

pen .. I'm not going to answer a hypothet- clear, gening the NAACP to change its 
ical [question} when nothing like that is stance would require voucher plans much' . 
ever possible." bolder and more comprehensive than to

"But teachers use hypotheticals every' day!s pilots. ' 
day." . Thus thinking bigger makes progress 

"Not in arguments like this we don't.' likelier. "That's ,why I've taken the more 
... It's pure and simply not going to hap- radical side," explains Floyd Flake. who 
pen. I'm not even going to use the intel- quit Congress to run his church school 
lectual processes to see if in fact that could. and pursue these issues. "It's the only 
work or not work. because it's not going' way to force the debate:' . . 
to happen. That's a fact." At some level even the unions know 

Sandra Feldman was similarly unwill- that their stonewalling is indefensible. 
ing to consider suc~ a plan. If new money "I would never argue 'with an individ
is available for cities. both said. it should' ' ual parent who wanted to figure out a 
be spent to improve the existing system. . way to get his or her child into a bener 
They would fund pay raises to attract situation." Sandra Feldman says. "But 
teachers to work downtown. turnaround 'to me. as a maner of public policy. that's 
programs for troubled schools. and gen- not a good argument The objective is 
eral urban programs for health. nutrition, to make the schools good-not to escape 
and parenting skills. Of course, pay rais- them:' 
es-or smaller class sizes, or any specific But what if the ability to escape might 
reform-could happen under vouchers, if help to make the schools better? And 
that's what schools felt was needed to at- what iftesting this proposition can't' make 
tract students. . anyone worse off? Yes, big voucher plans 

may require an act of faith, but it wouldn' t 

I F one believes that urban education ' pe the first gamble in American education 
won't improve under the same ap- to work. A much smaller federal gov

proach that has failed for years. the Rath ernm~nt roiled the dice on. land-grant 
to progress'through vouchers follows colleges .in the 1860s with only a notion 
a simple ·Iogic. A progressive hand is of what would happen; the researc:h 
needed to pursue the benefits of vouch- they sparked made U.S. agriculture the 
t<rs' without risk to the poor. A number of .world's mo~t producti:-e. The G. L Bill 
conservatives are open to stich efforts if helped to spawn the postwar middle class. 
they make possible larger voucher trials. . The moral urgency of today's voucher 
Given the disastrous state of many urban gamble is much greater. For all these rea- . 
schools. the Democratic Pany should be sons. Democrats should see large-scale 
the natural home of this progressive urban voucher programs as an opporruni
influence. It is not, beca!lse teachers'·, ty. not a threat. After all, once they em
unions loom large in Democratic fund-braced such a grand bargain. Democrats 
raising and ca~paigns. Yet the Republi- would be in thedriver's seat. They retain, 
'cans' commitment to minorities will at least for now, the moral a~thority to 
probably never be trusted to carry this is" . spe;ik in behalf of the disadvantaged. and, 
sue alone; And;' not unreasonably, Re-' Republicans would not be able to shririk 
publicans are unlikely to increase spend- from solutions they have long sought. 
ing for urban schools without ensuring The alternative is a Democratic Party that 
that such increases are tied to system- favors its funders at the expense of its 
wide reform. . con~utuents. ®. . 
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.' ".., , ',' '.A Plan for Refonnzng a System loot Seems toThznk Poor Kt(1..~{Can l Learn 
r 

By Diane Ravitch 

L AST SPRING. when the Department 
of Education released Slale ana na
tional reading scores. the District of 

Columbia insisted on keeping its results se
cret. The city's reading scores. we may 
salely assume. were bad news" 

Over the past decade. the District's pub
lic schools han: compiled a discouraging re
cord on all kinds of performance meas
ures-from a low graduation rate (fewer 
than 6(l percent of lOth-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 educ<itors. conventional' wisdom 
holds that the District's poor record is 
caused bv th'" low socio-ccollomic status of 
its stude~ts, Research consistentJy shows a 
close correlation between the income level 
of paren ts and the educational perlormance 
of their children, There is a tendency to 
use this connection to rationalize poor per
fonnance. thus implying that poverty 
equals destiny and so no one is to blame for 
failure. 

The challenge to public education today 
is not to reinforce the correlation between 
achievement and :;ocial class, but to sever 
it. Schools were created to break the cycle' 

, of poverty, Today they must find effective 
ways of motivating children and preparing 
them for higller education and high-skill 
jobs in a sophisticated economy, If the cur
rent system 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 011 Nov. 2. wisely 
realize, there are no panaceas, no magic 
bullets. no'one-size-fits-alJ reforms that will 
solve all of education's problems. So in
stead of one solution, Gunderson offers a 

Dio'fl(! Ravitch, a hiJlonan of education. is 
senior research xhalaral New Yc>rk 
Unit...rsitv aM /lOll-resident senior fc(low 
a/ the Brookings lttslilu/il}n, 

menu of proposals, And unlike many legis
lative proposals that are often a grai:>-bag of 
disparate ideas. the Gunderson plan would 
create a coherent system that includes a 

,core cumculum and assessments, scholar
, , '..ships for lOW-income students, trauung for 

low-income parents and new kinds of 
schools, 

As has happened elsewhere around the 
country, reactIon tf) some of these reforms 
has been heated •. witJl alarmists warning 
that public education IS m peril, Far from 
being in peril, public education has long 
proven to be nearly impervious to any sig·'f! f Th' ' ' h th 
m lcant re orm, e Iss~e IS not'w e, er 
p~blic educattonwill sUl'Vlve-:-lt c~rtainly 
Wlil-btit whetheL those responsIble for
the - 'hools are willing t 'try tlv' U1ll y e "'" OWIC. e p an ~ so , , " .

oC . ' . . . . 0, , mnova e recomri"iends that-the Smithsonian and the stallilchly;oppose choice, tfuitindudes pri-', 
meth~sthal nught help. students ,who are Library of Congress eunsider establishing vdteinstitutions.Critiestruiintainthat'gMilg: 
now falling, charter schools. ' . : 'parents vouchers that they could ,use 10 put 

. T he three major Stritcturalchanges ...ting.. .• ' , tion .... II p.ublic co;'trJc ' u1.~.;.de-.: -:.j>racticel'llcial di.'scrunma. 'iJ. apPe~/I.'ng~ausl!" theil:,Children. in:.priv3t.e SChOOI.S '.Wo or Othe.rwtse 
under consideration,' in' the District it. offers a fresh alternatilHl 10. .11ie status stroy,:public. educatlon ,because :many . stu- , VlOlate the, law" ," . 
and other areas around the country. quo. ,Public contracting,is often referred to , dents, would;~bandon, tliepubbc scliools. : The Only part of the Gunderson plaJitbat 

are charter schools, contracting fo~ instruc- as ·privatization.'~ but that labe!'i,s miSlead~,:~ey.~so~that ,vouchers wouJdhurt, . has not ~ approved in the House-Senate 
tion and school choice." Experience, ,with' mg, If a sc~ooldistnct S9Jd, a. school out· ,'POO, pnvate schools ~~ conierence:15 the scholarship program for 

' ,:' h bee' "-':t'ed '----' nght to apnvate company. then.the School::' select mlddle·class students to fdl their . poor kids, Particift2nts ..~ Senate Ma......these IIlnovauons as n w.1U ""'-"l!se. u1d be' ',,__.:1 ", c, ,.:' ." classrooms ' ,,'.", .,..... .........~. " "'. 

of intense political oppo'sillon. mainly' from' , wo .pm"a"""".,But if the ,distnct SIgnS: . B " ' . ,-', Ity Leader Bob Do.le to resolve· this Issue. ' 

, , ' ' " .',' t t "'th 't ' .. . Ii '-'. ut the clamor for, chOIce continues to' " ' , .' .teachers' untons., Cnttcssay'that It I~ a con rae W1 a prwa, e company,suPP es" ow, m !at e' . ~use man eots' ':,That ISSue will be voted on separately by the 
wrong to trY a new strategy unless it has a' , public funds and, retams the authonty.to . Sf " g ,part .' y ~, . 

- ,,' ,cancel the arrangement it is merelv con- ., want. to be ,treated as; consumers With 
track record of proven suec.ess, y.et the.

y 
SI-, tracting 'out. the" manag~ment Of, ..a.:pubIiC ,righlS, AdvoCates of choice,.atso..'argue that,

l11ultan(.'Ousl~ prevent any new Ideas from service, ',', . , competition would improve the,'qu.ilityilf
gettmg a farr mal That ,has left us m a ' ' . . 'bl:'ed . " .' " . :? ".,' '" .' Contractirig is commonplace in pUl:ltic ed", pu uC ucalJon. .' ,,' , 
Catch _2 .. wlth,msufflclent mfor;natJon 
,J!XlUt ~y o~, these approaches, Here s what 
we do lOW. , , '. . 
CI Charier schools proml-Se more accounl

• • . ' . 
ahtill.v and ius bUroQucracy, The, Gunder- . 
son plan proposes public charter schools for

' t ' t h th t 19 tat I _the DIS riC • an ,approac a s e eg
islatures have also, approved., The central 
Idea IS to allow CXlStIllg public schools or 
newly established schools to break fre", of 
the bureaucratic system, manage their own 
budget, create their own program and eg
lablish a distinctive mission. The schools 
use public funds, do not charge tuition. and 
receive a renewable charter from a public 
authority, usually for five years, In ex· 
change for meeting specific performance 
goals. charter schools are relieved of most 
state and local mandates and regulations. 

Till, ti,~H!"(,Tn~ P05T 

~ .h'G . a~t .'e u''n .erso:n 

' " 
~ 

" 

except those ~overing health, salety and 
civil rights. ~:: ~ 

By adding an~.element of accountability" 
public charter ~hools actually strengthen 
h h d'CI ~l ffi'~l A h ' t e an 0 oc,,! 0 CI",., t present, w en

bli h l' IT I" a pu c sc 00 pe onllS poor y. It gets 
more funding: "a, charler ochoo! that per

. ' I ~II' th If' , ... _ formspooryw,,:,nsk, e osso Itsc""..er.,. 
That 1e<lv"Cs sc~ooJs aJls.wcr:ng directly to ' 
the local, ?ffic~~, :who Issue thc charter, , 'h ,tJi 'th' 'Ii' f . 'tJi~ 
whether It S Ihckstlte board of educaboll .. a· d:~nep: i~e~t~~~~~: ,_e. ,un 
school board 0t;. a state uruverslty. Under ScMol choia" " , ,', . '", '. 
tbe ~und~sol~p~,c~e~u11J; ap- ~heirChild:f,Cd~:h.~'!D~=liCY~: 
Jlrov ebl er y.~. e ' , 'h I 0 uca- vations undcieorisidel'll"on the'most''coo".
lIon or ya new, carterh sc 00 scommls, , ...,', u, . - ,
sion" nominated bv the secretary of tro,:eroiallS choiCe: ~yschool dism~ 
'edueation,appolilted bv the may<>r and con- have. grudgingiyaccePted theidC;'l,ofJetting 
fi' ed b ·,th ",'n, c' il Th I' I . p;lrents,choose among 'public schools. but 

ucation.:'All public schools contract: with. The'chotce ,program, makitig ·tIle )host 
pri\"ate organizati~:msfor supplies'and fOOd; headway.i.s not ,a.\'oucher planfor everyOllc,: 
many, also conuact for such services as but a scholarsbip p!"0gra.lll limited to .low·m· 
transportation maintenance and secun'ty come students Milwaukee's program .....o

, .' ""., :' , y. ,
Some districts contract With piivate orgaru· 
zations to instruct children with special' 

' . , , '.needs. or 10 teach readmg and foreign Ian. 
guages,. . 

What is new-and controversial-is the 
practice of contracting with private organi
zations to administer an entire school. The 
most prominent organi7.ation. Education AI
tematives Incorporated (EAl). recently lost 
a contract to administer nine public schools 
in Baltimore after refusing the city's reo 
quest for budget cuts, Though EAl was 

'.~. 
EAl's biggest error was its failure to devel

',opa g~ ~orking relationship v.ith the 
teacher5 uruon. 

Several other private, organizations, most 
notably the Edi50n ProjeCt, bave won con
tracts from local boa~ds to create new 
schools or manage exIS~ ones. Like 00. 
they will ultimately be JUdged on whether 

gram for low-income childrell, Thc.."C. after 
all. are ,the students most at riskof failure, 
The DIstrict plan would provIde up t~ 
$3,000 on a stiding scale. based on family in. 
come; the money for scholarships would be 
provided by Congress. not by the DislJict, 

ChOIce scholarships for poor kids elimi
nate any possibility that the program will/ : 

st~ldent ach}evement unproves. Some states. benefit the well-to-do, because only low-in
like tNew 'i °t· td~hnOh~t 'r~ come students will be etigible to participate. 

,cfon ractulg' _, tA...:s nC~_°BaJtim°um!a 
aces no such 

u
le1S",,,,,,,,er.""" ores'h 't' 't

experience sows contrac mg perml St tability r blK: tho" 

~~ cthr aCCOWl t' ,or ~_ ,au...._nties

u""l e presen Sltuatlon ..........use LU" contract 'be "Ifdif' "'Iiii!s' 

'matchca;roini~ince ~~. to 

.Vldes scholarships (of about $~,2oo) for poor 
children to 'enroll in private or sectarian
I' , " , . schoo s, Unless the program IS thrown out 

by the courts (because of the inclusion of 
sectarian schools). the school dislJict, will 
provide 5cholarships this year for abollt 
7.000 students (7 percent of the dismct'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. 

praised for cleaning up shamefully neglect-The GUnderson plan. like those in Mil
ed schools. critics claimed the company waukee and Cleveland. does not provide 
failed to improve student achievement. vouchers. lnstead! it is ;J scholarship pro-

And public education would remain intact 
...--~ f din ' """"use un g would be authoriz.ed for on

' , , Iyabout 1.500 poor youngstel"l' III the firest 
year. and not more than 3 000 in the future. 

, " ,Should schoJarship programsmclude sec· 
tarian schools? tJltimately the courts will de
cde this question. but higher educalJon of
fers a modcl in which students are aUowed 
to use poblic scholarships to attend public, 

"private and 'sectarian institutions. Head 
Start, is another program in which ""vern.• 

<>~ , 
me,nt funds follow the student even'to sec· 
tanan msbtutlons. WJierever public funds 
are used, the role of govemmentis to ac· 
credi'" ' . , t mslJtulJons that receive scholarship 

: students. arid government has the power ,to 
'remove ,accredlt~tlon from schools that 

House and the Senate this week. 
, ' , 
Ten years from .now. we are likely 'to 

bave school dismcts' which bl' 
m Pu It' ' officials oversee a diverse system that 

' ·includes state Schools. charter schools, pri
. \"ate.1y managed public schools ami a scholar. 

ship program for the poorest childreJi, Pui:>
I: th" will be 'bl f ' uC au ontJes· responSl e or

. dard 'cl " . d settm.lI 
stsn ' s, osmg ma equate schools. and 
au thonzmg new ones. The u1lJmate ~~I 

5
mu~t be to draw upon the resources .of the 
entire commuruty·so that every child IS sue
cessfuJly educated, " , 
,DesPIte what the mbes say, public educa· 

bon IS not endangered by any of the pro
posed changes on the table, The real threat 
to D.C:s classrooms is the un"ll.-illingness of 
public, officials to aggressively shake up and 
redCSlgn a system in which nearly half of the 
children never finish high school. Our failure 
to provide alternative education;ll programs 
for the5C children should shame us all, 
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