Ni |l sen 1

Greg Nl sen
Prof. Moser
Princi pl es of M croeconom cs
10 Novenber 1999
Vouchi ng For Qur Children

“The decision to |leave the average famly powerless regarding
education, while permtting its choice of material goods, seens
eccentric.”

--John E. Coons and Stephen D. Sugarman in Education by Choice, 1978

Here in the United States we operate within one of the nost
capitalistic market systens in the world where freedom of choice is
one of the nost tightly held rights. However, this freedom of choice
is severely limted when it comes to education. This freedom can be
expanded, and one proposed way has been school vouchers. The use of
these vouchers has many benefits, and my one day revolutionize
primary and secondary education and becone a conpletely private
i ndustry.

Sone may ask why anything other than the current public education
systemis needed. One reason is that of 16 countries surveyed by the
Organi zation for Economc Cooperation and Devel opnent, the United
States was ranked last by the international standard of reading
progress, despite having the highest school <costs in the group
according to Herbert J. Walberg of the University of Chicago (1-2).
The nost alarmng aspect of this figure is that “reading is arguably
the best single indicator of |anguage skills and predictor of

achi evenent in school subjects” (Walberg 3). Wal berg goes on to
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denmonstrate four major causes of inefficiency within the public school
system

The first of these causes is a lack of standards and
accountability. \Walberg says, “what is taught in classroons, in turn,
is highly variable even within the sane schools” (4). Wth this |ack
of standards, how are school districts and the states to assess
progress? The answer is that they really cannot. Additionally, there
is no one to hold accountable within the schools. There are the
school boards, but their nenbers often serve |limted terns and
typically focus nore on other issues besides academc results, such as
personnel and ideol ogi cal issues (Wl berg 4-5).

A second cause is centralization. Wth a larger portion of
school budgets coming from state and federal sources, districts are
facing a greater anount of bureaucracy. There were 115,000 school
districts about fifty years ago, today there are 15, 000. “I'n such
huge districts, school board nenbers can hardly nanme schools |et alone
hol d them accountable.” (Walberg 6) |If the case is such, how can this
be truly beneficial to the individual students?

A third cause of inefficiency in public schools is federally
i nduced prograns. Wth the help of the federal government, special
classes and services for children with special needs (i.e. poor,
mgrant, bilingual, racially segregated and psychol ogy inpeded) were
created under an annual budget of $175 billion. Unfortunately, “these
prograns had little foundation in research, and subsequent studies
showed they were ineffective and, in sone cases, harnful” (Walberg 8).

These prograns cause educators to “serve many nmasters in central



Ni |l sen 3

offices, State Houses, and Washington and to neglect their central
pur pose—the learning of all children” (Walberg 9).

The fourth cause of public school inefficiency is non-market
rel at ed. Currently, only those who are rich or are wlling to
sacrifice incone are able to place their children in the best schools,
either suburban or private. However, those who need the better
schools are the ones who can |least afford them such as the poor and
those who live in cities (Walberg 9). To increase the effectiveness
and efficiency of public schools, conpetition is required according to
Wal berg (9). He also states, “countries that insulate governnment and
private domestic providers from conpetition deny citizens superior
servi ces and goods at |ower costs that markets provide” (Wal berg 10).

Wth these conditions in our public schools and their continued

decline over the past decade, it can be seen why a new system may be

needed. The question that arises is what type of system would make
the best replacenent. As nentioned, the voucher systemis one option
that has been experimented with, and that system is what wll be

concentrated on here. However, an explanation of the systemis needed
before the inpact of it can be di scussed.

The voucher in its nost basic formis an anmbunt of noney given to
a famly for the purpose of education, very simlar to the use of food
st anps. Li ke food stanps, vouchers are certificates that permt a
person to purchase a set amount of a good or service in place of
noney. This method of noney dispersion is used in order to keep the

money from being used for other purposes. One thing that is often
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debated concerning the inplenmentation of vouchers is the value of the
voucher. There are four distinct nodels for this inplenentation.

The first nodel is called the Uniform Grant Mbdel. Thi s nodel
has all vouchers being of equal value. This way the noney is
di spersed by the average cost per student, and not by what was paid by
i ndi vi dual taxpayers (Coons and Sugarman 194).

The second nodel is the Needs Adjustnent Model. Thi s nodel
gi ves poorer students vouchers of greater value. This is done to keep
schools from di scrimnating agai nst the inpoverished, and actually may
cause them to be nore attractive candidates for schools (Coons and
Sugar man 194-6) .

The third nodel suggested is the Cost Adjustnment Mdel. Thi s
type of voucher adjusts from between school systens. This is in order
to account for factors that are beyond the control of the school.
Some of these factors are the cost to build the school in the area
cost of living in the area (which affects teacher salaries),
specialization for high school teachers, and the attracting of
teachers (especially to unattractive | ocations such as sone of the run
down parts of cities) (Coons and Sugarman 196-7).

The fourth and final nodel for vouchers is the Quality Choice
Model . This nodel allows participating schools to charge whatever
tuition they wish wthin a stipulated range. Each famly then
selects, from the various priced schools, which is best for their
child and then pays a portion of the tuition. The state then
subsidizes the rest of the tuition based on famly inconme. An exanple

of this nmodel would be a poor famly being expected to pay $200 for a
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$1, 600 school, with the state paying the remaining $1, 400. However, a
m ddl e-class famly mght pay $800 to send a child to a $1, 200 school .
These subsidies are set so that the poor can afford any school as
easily as the rich.

Wth a background set in the current problens in the public
schools and the inplenentations available for vouchers, it is tine to
di scuss whether or not the use of vouchers is the right step to take
towards inproving education in this country. Over the last few years
t here have been several hearings before subcommttees of the Committee
of Education and the Wrkforce of the House of Representatives. In
these hearings, there have been testinonies from public school
officials, private school officials, and several parents with children
involved with the voucher program experinentation. Hearings took
place in several locations including Washington D.C. and d evel and,
OH  These hearings are key to any educational reform that may occur,
and therefore nust be taken into consideration here as well.

Arl ene Ackerman, Deputy Superintendent and Chief Academc Oficer
for the District of Colunbia Public Schools, cane before the committee
to show the changes that are being made in the D.C. public schools.
The district had a terrible track record before her arrival, as she
denmonstrat es when she says:

Even nore disturbing was the fact that by 10'" grade, 53
percent of our students were reading “below basic”, conpared to
just 26 percent nationally. In math, the statistics were even
worse. Fully 89 percent of our 10'" graders scored “bel ow basic”
in math, conpared to a national average of 61 percent (which,

incidentally, is disturbing in itself). (United States 105-80
114)
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Cearly this district is in need of some inprovenents. Acker man
outlines the plan of the district to help create sonme of these
i nprovenents. These changes include raising the perfornmance
standards, regular standardi zed testing, school-by-school report cards
(allowing the community to see data on student achievenent, etc.),
sumer school ing prograns, inprovenents in facilities and reduction in
the central office of the school. (United States 105-80 115)

These changes are definitely a step in the right direction, but
there is still rmch to be done. Only one of the four causes of
inefficiency that Wil berg presented is fixed: the lack of standards
and accountability. No changes are nade about the federal-elenent or
the non-market factors, and very little is done for the centralization

i ssue. Even though the central office for the district is downsized,

there are still several other local, state and federal agencies to
whi ch schools and the district as a whole nust report. However, this
is still a big step in the right direction for the district.

One other interesting point that Ackerman brought up was the
ending of “social pronotion”, or the practice of keeping a student
with a class the sane age though they may not have the necessary
skills to pass a grade (United States 105-80 114). Thi s concept may
be that of the future school. It has never made sense that,
especially in elenentary school, students are advanced to |evels of
education that they are not prepared for sinply to keep them from
feeling socially excluded. In fact, this process often |eaves
students feeling inferior to their classmates because they cannot

think at the sane |evel. Additionally, when a student is advanced in
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this manner, the student is often denied the renedial work necessary
for the student to “catch up” with their peers. The elimnation of
social pronotion would also define standards nore strictly, and
possibly elimnate the class, or grade, as it 1is known today.
Students could achieve these standards at their own pace, either
faster or slower than the average as needed. It is this concept that
may be the future of the educational style. First, though, we nust
continue to find an enconpassing system either public or private, to
pl ace that style in.

A second testinony from Lawence Callahan, Superintendent of
Catholic Schools in the Archdi ocese of Washington D.C. was presented
to the conmttee in order to see the effects of the private systemin
the sane area. Cal |l ahan points out several interesting statistics
about the school district. One of the nbst unexpected is that “in the
District alone, 79 percent of our students were mnority and 54
percent were non-Catholic” (United States 105-80 47). These figures
help to disperse sone of the nyths about private schools, such as
having to be of a certain religion to be able to attend a school.
Most private schools, such as this Catholic school district, are
wel come to anyone who wants to receive the best education possible.

Call ahan also points out several of the principles that the
district tries to uphold. First, the schools believe that “all
children can succeed and the teachers work with them so they can” do
just that (United States 105-80 47). Also, standards are set high so
the schools can produce the best students possible. Fi nal |y, because

of the private nature of the school, a disciplined environnent is
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uphel d, even though corporal punishnent is forbidden. This |last point
is inportant in the sense that public schools often |ack the power to
enforce puni shnment upon students because they cannot deny a student an
education, and additionally because of the prevalence of lawsuits in
soci ety today.

These principles do, however, produce results. O the students
that graduated from the district in 1996, a remarkable 98 percent of
graduates were headed to coll ege. Pointed out, in particular, is
Archbi shop Carroll H gh School, which has 700 students, alnost all of
which belong to mnorities and where 60 percent are non-Catholic.
Nonet hel ess they maintained the sanme graduation rates as the rest of
the district. (United States 105-80 48)

Financially, the district awards approximately $1.8 nmillion in
tuition assistance in order to nmake education possible for those who
have limted neans. That nunber is even nore staggering when it is
noted that the average tuition cost is less than $2500. Al so, the
district has taken neasures to nmake the schools nore inclusive of
those with | earning disabilities.

When examined, it can be seen that this private school system
comes nuch closer to fixing the causes of inefficiency presented by
Wal berg. This system already has specific standards for its students,
and is held accountable by econom c nature. Sinply put, if the schoo
does a sub-par job in educating students then the student will Iikely
be pulled out of that school and placed into a better school. Thi s
causes the schools to be accountable for thenselves in order to

attract busi ness.



Ni |l sen 9

This private system is also less centralized, though not
conpl etely decentralized. The schools still have to report to the
heads of the district, but there is no state or federal Ilevel to
report to. Each district is its own entity that allows for the head
of the district to keep track of information about the district nore
closely. Additionally, the federally induced elenment of inefficiency
is not a factor in the private district because those prograns are
left up to the individual districts to experinent wth.

The non-market causes of inefficiency are also elimnated in the
private system Schools and districts need to provide the best
educati on and service possible due to the el enent of conpetition. The
school and district is held accountable financially, and this finally
creates an efficient school system Though the private system does
not conpletely elimnate inefficiency from the education, it cones
much closer to doing so than does the public school system when the
testimony of each district head is taken into account. However, it
remains to be seen if this view is maintained for those who have (or
have had) children in each system

Virginia Walden is a single nother who raised three children on
her own. In her testinony in the hearing in Washington D.C. she tells
the story of one son and his experience in both schools.

One of ny sons, displayed at a very early age, a real joy
in |learning, but was having a real difficult time in school, many
times not wanting to attend at all. .... not only was he bored
and frustrated in overcrowded classes with overworked teachers,
but was often teased by other students for WANTING to |learn. He
was unhappy at this school and, of course, |ooked to ne to

provide a solution and | COULD NOT HELP HHM (United States 105-
80 64)
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Ms. Wal den then goes on to describe how a nei ghbor hel ped rai se noney
to send her son to a private school. Since then “the changes in him
have been extraordinary. He is for the first tine in his educational
experience enjoying school and succeeding acadenmically and socially”
(United States 105-80 65).

One issue that Ms. \Walden addresses briefly in her statenent is
the |l evel of parental control when she states “WE know our kids and we
KNOW what w Il work best for thenf (United States 105-80 65). She
points out that it makes sense that parents should be able to choose
the style of education for their children. Parents know their
children best. The state will never be able to know a child better
than a parent does.

A second case cones from Sharen E. Johnson of C evel and, OH  She
cones before another subcommttee of the Commttee on Education and
the Workforce during the hearing in eveland. At this tinme devel and
had started offering what was called the Ceveland Schol arship and
Tutoring Program that allowed students to attend private schools
instead of the public schools. Johnson voices her approval of the
program because she feels that her children can get a better education
in the private school than would have been possible in the public
school s of O evel and.

Johnson points out that the problem she has with the d evel and
public schools is strongly oriented towards safety and discipline.
“Young children have brought weapons to school. Teachers are
di sregarded as authorities and chaos breaks out in classroons” (United

States 105-57 184). She also points out that in the private schools
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she can send her children to school wthout fear, which is very
i nportant to nost every parent.

After looking at the testinony of several parents, it seens that
they are in agreenent with the observations of both Ackerman and
Cal l ahan. Currently, the education offered by the private schools in
the country is better than that which is offered by public schools.

Another point to examne deals wth the other alternatives
currently offered. There is still the current system where only those
who have noney are paying for private schools and everyone el se nust
continue in educationally |acking public schools. Anot her option is
home schooling, which is currently offered. The problem with this
solution is that there usually is not a parent in the famly who has
the necessary tinme every day to school the child. Beyond these
options, we are left with few and far between.

Does this nmean that the government should pull out of the
education field? Possibly so, and the voucher system is a step
towards that. Under the voucher system if private schools are truly
superior to public schools, then nore private schools will be created
to account for demand. Free conpetition would then keep private
schools efficient and constantly striving to get better. Voucher s
have been experimented with many tines across the nation, and new
prograns start up every year. It seens that the question may not be
IF the voucher system is the next step for education, but VWHEN will

that step occur.
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