POLICY
POLICYTODAY
TODAY
Vol. 4, No. 2

*
*
*
*
*
*
*

 NATIONAL

States Make the Tough Choices
An Equalitarian Society?
Education: A Level Playing Field
Health Care: Healing a Sick System
Economics: To Have and to Have Not
Crime: Defeating Crime with Choice
Q&A: - Kansas State Senator John Vratil
- Arkansas State Senator Jimmy Jeffress
- Indiana Representative Gregory Porter

Vo l / 4| N o / 2

POLICY TODAY

EDITION 

February 21, 2007

Contents>
Photo credit: New York Public Libraries

POLICY TODAY | February 21, 2007

1

<< Previous Page | Cover | Contents | Exit Full Screen | Search Issue | Print | Next Page >>

CONTENTS
3

POLICY TODAY | V o l / 4| N o / 2 | February 21, 2007

Vol . 4, No. 2
w w w . p o l i c y t o d a y . c o m

PUBLISHER’S LETTER

; Qmags Self-Audit Report

States Make The Hard Choices

POLICY TODAY is published bi-monthly and
offered to individual subscribers at $9.95
(digital) / $29.95 (print) for an annual
subscription, with discounts for larger groups.
Subscription information can be found on
www.qmags.com/pt.
POLICY TODAY reports the following
circulation figures, which will be verified by
the Qmags Self-Audit procedures:

4

POLICY IN A PAGE
SOCIAL PRINCIPLES

6

An Equalitarian Society?
"We're not really sure what we mean by equality, we just know we like it."

E DUCATION

12

A Level Playing Field
"Inequality in education can be whittled down to the economic segregation that
exists in most American school districts."
z Q&A: Kansas State Senator John Vratil

"The goal of No Child Left Behind is total equality, which is unrealistic."

15
16

January 18th Issue

CRIME AND OPPORTUNITY

Total E-mails mailed:

13

19

Life, Liberty and the Pursuit of Health Care
While Massachusetts and now California may get all the press, Maine
continues its quest for equality in health care.

Vo l / 4| N o / 2

POLICY TODAY

98

February 21st Issue
Continuing Subscribers
Government:

10,276

California Ed. General:

5,742

National Ed. General:

11,763

Total February 21st Circulation:

27,781

POLICY TODAY
One California Street, Suite 2800
San Francisco, CA 94111 - 415 765 7140
www.policytoday.com

To Have and To Have Not

HEALTH CARE

27,872

January 18th Removes:

ECONOMICS
Increasing wage disparity threatens to tear a hole in our social fabric. Several
states are looking at ways to mend it.

68

Total January 18th Delivered:

Defeating Crime with Choice
z Q&A: Arkansas State Senator Jimmy Jeffress
"Why do just the minimum when you can do much better?"
z Q&A: With Indiana Representative Gregory Porter
"Education, Poverty and Equality"

17

27,940

Undeliverables:

18

PUBLISHER
MANAGING EDITOR
CIRCULATION
AD SALES
DIGITAL DELIVERY

Dan Schwartz
Frank Holland
Manoj Moorjani
Scott Johnson
Qmags.com

Policy Today is delivered in QuVuTM (US patent pending)
format, which is licensed from and used by permission of
Qiosk.com Corp.
Copyright 2005 by Qiosk.com Corp. All rights reserved.
Notice:
ISSN: 1557-833x

POLICY TODAY | February 21, 2007

2

<< Previous Page | Cover | Contents | Exit Full Screen | Search Issue | Print | Next Page >>

PUBLISHER’S

L E T T E R

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20

STATES MAKE THE
TOUGH CHOICES
D

uring his visit to America in the 1830s,
Alexis de Tocqueville noted "that
equality of condition is the fundamental
fact from which all others seem to be
derived." The principle of an "equalitarian
society" lies at the heart of American
politics and the social fabric of our society.
The recently announced intentions of
Hillary Clinton and Barack Obama are proof
positive that "anyone can grow up to be
President."

Sadly, their candidacies represent another
trend: a federal government that has hung
a "gone campaignin'" sign on its doors
and abrogated the hard work that a
representative democracy requires to forge
a national consensus on key issues. At a
national level, there seems to be little or
no accountability other than to party
politics. Ours is a Senate that can't even
agree to debate the most serious problem
facing the nation today—America's
continued military presence in Iraq—let
alone those that bear on the average
citizen's ability to raise a family and pass
"the American dream" onto their children:
access to a quality education, earning a
'living wage,' a just immigration policy and
affordable health care.
Vo l / 4| N o / 2
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Out of the glare of cameras and TV talk
shows, however, the nation's state
legislatures seem to be doing just that:
thinking about and making the tough
choices needed to formulate and translate
public policy into demonstrable results.
This edition of PT reports on a number of
the thoughtful programs that state
representatives from Arkansas, California,
Indiana, Kansas, Maine, Maryland,
Missouri, Texas, Washington, Wisconsin,
and Wyoming have initiated to address
these issues.
All of which leaves us to ponder: if the
national government cannot fulfill its
responsibilities in a federal system, and the
states are, indeed, the governments making
the hard decisions, then maybe its time
that the states take a less passive role in
the partnership.
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TODAY IN POLICY HISTORY
FEBRUARY 5, 1937
FDR's 'COURT PACKING' PLAN

POLICY TODAY

President Franklin Roosevelt, frustrated with the
Supreme Court's rejection of his new deal legislation,
announced a plan to increase the number of
Supreme Court judges. His proposed plan would have
allowed the president to appoint one new justice to
any federal court whenever one of the sitting justices
reached the age of 70.
Facing intense opposition from members of his own
party for his apparent affront to the separation of
powers, his plan to "pack the court" was defeated.
Retirements and deaths took their toll on the Supreme
Court, however, and Roosevelt ultimately appointed
eight justices to the bench between 1937 and 1941.

sets forth in
the belief that individuals can
and do make a difference, and
that principled decision
making lies at the heart of
republican democracy.
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FEBRUARY 21, 1972

FORWARD TO A FRIEND

NIXON'S VISIT TO CHINA
After two decades of official silence between
China and the United States, President Richard
Nixon took an unprecedented diplomatic step
on this day in 1972 as he stepped into Air Force
One bound for Beijing.
Seeking to allay Cold War tensions with the
communist country, Nixon's trip followed an
earlier secret visit by National Security Adviser
Henry Kissinger. The visit would mark the first
step toward normalized relations between the
two countries and one of Nixon's greatest
diplomatic triumphs before his ignominious
departure from the White House.
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AN
EQUALITARIAN
SOCIETY?
"We're not really sure what we mean by
equality, we just know we like it."
by Kathy Finn

I

n the more than two centuries since the nation's
Founders declared that "all men are created
equal," what exactly they had in mind has sparked
a civil war, a social revolution, and an ever-present
debate over where equality ends and liberty begins.
Notions of rights and equality have intermingled
and often are invoked to justify growing public
demands on government. Programs such as Social
Security, federal deposit insurance, Medicare and
even the Federal Emergency Management Agency
are some of most notable results of increasing
public reliance on government for to make amends
for "the invisible hand" of unbridled competition"
The institution of a federal minimum wage and
laws aimed at assuring certain health care benefits
to low-income families are among many attempts
government has made to legislate improved living
conditions for certain groups in order to bring them
closer to parity with others.
Vo l / 4| N o / 2
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Irish family at Ellis Island, anticipating a future in America (circa 1905).

"The question is, what constitutes
equality?"
But a scramble to fulfill rising public expectations
inevitably encounters cold reality: How can
government afford to provide such protections to
all citizens in equal measure? And why has
government assumed the role of "equalizer" in

situations where some citizens are better off than
others?
"At the time of the founding of the nation, the notion
of equality was inextricably bound up with the
notion of natural rights. Everybody had them, and
the key was to allow people to exercise them," says
Joseph Kobylka, a Southern Methodist University
political science professor widely regarded for his
writings on the Constitution, the U.S. Supreme Court
POLICY TODAY | February 21, 2007
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and the evolution
of American political thought.
"As society has
become more complex, and as material differences
have increased,
other dimensions
of equality that
were not part of the
original American
stew have come to
the fore, and we
Professor Joseph Kobylka
have to come to
grips with that," he says. "Is it meaningful to say
that somebody growing up in a slum is equal to or
has the same opportunity as somebody growing
up in a wealthy suburb? The question wasn't
relevant in the time of the Framers."
Kobylka believes most people are "fundamentally
confused" about the meaning of equality because
the concept itself is confused. "Ask somebody, 'Do
you believe in equality?' and they'll say, 'Absolutely,'
" he explains. "The question is, what constitutes
equality?"
Some people view it "procedurally," as the right to
vote or get a job, he says, while others believe it
refers to equality of material things such as
housing or food. Still others put the focus on
equality of opportunity to exercise freedoms or
improve their lot.
Vo l / 4| N o / 2
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Legislating equality
Wide-ranging definitions of equality tend to
complicate discussions of important issues,
Kobylka says.
"The confusion conditions the tenor of debates on
issues like public education, affir-mative action,
the provision of health care, and even the
immigration issue," he says. "The problem is, each
side or the various sides are sure they know exactly
what equality means, but since they define it

"Insurance in general and health care in
particular can't work (properly) using the
traditional market economics."
differently, they end up talking past one another
and it becomes more difficult to get
things done."
Lawmakers across the country can attest to that,
particularly as they grapple with increasingly heated
issues in areas such as health care and education.
In Massachusetts, a sweeping new health care law
will take effect this summer requiring health
insurance coverage for all citizens. The law puts a
substantial chunk of the program's cost on
employers, including small businesses.
State Senator Richard Moore (D-Uxbridge), who
co-chairs the legislature's Joint Committee on Health
Care Financing, says supporters of the bill faced
opposition from some who believe that health care
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market forces
"should be left
alone" and that
individuals should
be responsible
not only for their
own health but for
their own health
coverage.
"That is just not
realistic in our
c u r r e n t
economy," Moore
says. "Insurance
in general and
health care in
MA State Sen. Richard Moore
particular can't
work (properly) using the traditional market
economics."
Moore points out that some people, because of
ethnic or cultural factors, or even because of their
age or where they live, do not have equal access
to quality care. "It really requires that government
step in," he says.
Does every citizen of the United States have a right
to expect the best health care?
"Absolutely," Moore says. He adds that while
individuals must take responsibility for keeping
themselves healthy and for paying "within their
means" for needed care, employers and
government both have a role in "bridging the gaps."
POLICY TODAY | February 21, 2007
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That idea is certain
to spark debate in
California's
legislature
as
lawmakers ponder
a similarly broad
health care plan
recently proposed
by Gov. Arnold
Schwarzenegger.
California Assemblyman
Chuck
DeVore (R-Irvine)
criticizes the plan
on at least two
counts — that it will
increase taxes on
CA Assemblyman Chuck
De Vore
businesses and it
will extend expensive benefits to illegal immigrants.
"Anytime you have someone saying, 'You work, and
I will eat off of your labor,' that is not fair," DeVore
says. "The poor man does not have a claim on the
rich man's labor."
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Noting that U.S. health care spending now
constitutes 14 percent of the nation's gross
domestic product, DeVore blames the soaring costs
largely on "government interference" in
the health care marketplace.
"You have people who have perhaps made bad
choices in terms of personal habits, such as
smoking, alcohol and being overweight, and then
government provides them a safety net. How do
you ration a valuable commodity when there's no
cost ascribed to the people?"
Wisconsin's voucher program
As emotional as debates over access to health care
have become, the issues may pale in comparison

"I think it's just that people a lot of times vote
with their hearts and not their minds."

DeVore takes issue with the proposition that health
care is a fundamental right and everyone should
have equal access.

to the battles unfolding in many states over public
education. While parents generally consider
decisions about their children's schooling to be
uniquely personal choices, they differ sharply over
the matter of affording all U.S. children equal
opportunities to receive a quality education.

"That's fine for revolutionary France around 1800,
but that's 'Liberté, egalité, fraternité,'" he says,
referring to the motto of the French republic. "We
were founded on the principles of life, liberty and
the pursuit of happiness. … it's not about equality
of outcome but equality of opportunity."

Complicating the discussion is the poor quality of
public education systems in many states. Recently,
moves to fund vouchers that less affluent families
could use to send their kids to better schools —
including private and parochial schools — have
sparked fierce debate.

Vo l / 4| N o / 2
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Wisconsin
state
Representative
Annette Polly Williams
(D-Milwaukee)
authored the bill that
in 1990 launched a
school
voucher
system in Milwaukee,
the first such program
in the countr y. "I
referred to it as a
parental
choice
program because it WI Rep. Annette Polly
was about parents Williams
having the right to make a decision based on the
needs of their children," she says.
"Parents with money have always been able to put
their child into a good school or move into a
neighborhood where there are good public schools.
Our legislation was to empower families that don't
have the funds to help their children get a good
education," Williams says.
The Milwaukee program kicked off with just $3
million of state funding and six schools
participating. Today its budget is almost $100
million and the program has a roster of more than
100 schools. While the numbers may seem an
indicator of success, some people, including
recently elected state Representative Cory Mason
(D-Racine), aren't applauding.
"My problem with the voucher program is that it
actually takes money away from an already

POLICY TODAY | February 21, 2007
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challenged school district. Every time a child goes
into the voucher program, it's about $38,000 less
for the public school children," he says.
Mason wants the state to focus on better ways to
measure achievement and force accountability in
the public schools as a step toward ensuring that
all the schools deliver quality.
As to whether it is possible to provide all students
with equal educational opportunities, he says: "It's
a constitutional mandate, so we have to succeed.
A democracy can't sustain itself—pragmatically,
you can't sustain a state or a city—if you don't
succeed at this."
Washington's living wage
As the nation has struggled to live up to ideals of
educational equality for its children, government
has made repeated attempts to equalize economic
conditions among adults as well. For several
decades, both federal and state governments have
used minimum wage legislation as a tool in this
effort. Over the years, some states that felt the
federal minimum wage wasn't keeping pace with
workers' needs legislated their own, higher
minimums.
The state of Washington, for example, today
requires employers to pay entrylevel workers at
least $7.93 an hour, the highest rate in the nation
and far above the $5.15 per hour federal
minimum. In addition, the Washington legislature
recently amended its law to provide an annual wage
adjustment based on the rate of inflation.
Vo l / 4| N o / 2
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New Orleans and New York: Are All Disaster Victims Created Equal?
The images of New Orleans that splashed
across television screens in the last days of
August 2005 are hard to forget. With each
hour that passed after Hurricane Katrina
struck the city, the world learned more about
the tragedy still unfolding there. Portions of
the city's first line of defense against floods
- concrete walls designed and built by the
U.S. Army Corps of Engineers - had given
way. New Orleans was submerged.
For the unlucky thousands trapped for days
in the downtown area without food, medical
care or rescue, shock and fear bubbled into
outrage. "This is America!" some shouted
into the TV cameras as they paced in front
of shelters. "Why won't somebody help
us!"
Almost 18 months later, New Orleans'
shock has worn off, but anger still simmers.
A few hold local and state leaders blameless
for the city's slow recovery. But local leaders
lay primary responsibility for the flood on
the federal government, and they complain
that New Orleans had to beg Washington
for a commitment of $10 billion in aid for
recovery.
State and local leaders point out that in
2001 the federal government was quick to

dispatch $8 billion to New York City after
terrorists crashed commercial airliners into
the World Trade Center. Why, they ask,
does government drag its feet in
addressing the massive disaster in New
Orleans?
Local attorney Walter Leger, a member of
the Louisiana Recovery Authority board,
raised the issue this month in Washington
before the House Financial Services
Committee. "We're victims of the worst
natural disaster in U.S. history, and we're
being treated differently," he said.
Some locals, including Mayor C. Ray
Nagin, attribute the perceived sluggish
governmental response to a "class" bias.
State Sen. Charmaine Marchand (D-New
Orleans), takes it a step further. "I think
it's not only class, but race. We're a
majority African-American city," she says.
Whether or not Marchand's accusation
of racial bias is accurate, her expectations
of government are widely shared.
"Our citizens pay taxes to the federal
government, just like everyone else," she
says. "The most logical thing to expect is
that when you are in the most dire need,
they will come to your aid."
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WI Rep. Cory Mason

State Representative
Steve Conway (DTacoma),
who
chairs the House
Commerce
and
Labor Committee,
says the move was a
no-brainer. "Equality
of opportunity is a
fundamental
American right," he
says. "The minimum
wage is a beginning
point for equal
opportunity. It's a
first step on the
ladder."

But in Missouri, which increased its minimum
wage to $6.50 an hour as of Jan. 1, state Senator
John Loudon (R-Ballwin) strongly disagrees.
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Is the action a sign that
political leaders are
increasingly willing to
inter vene
in
the
marketplace in the name
of equality?
"I think it's just that
people a lot of times
vote with their hearts
and not their minds,"
says Loudon.
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Which may explain precisely why lawmakers and
many other leaders will continue using broad
interpretations of the word "equality" to justify a
broad spectrum of political, social and economic
initiatives. As political scholar Kobylka puts it, "We're
not really sure what we mean by equality, we just
know we like it."

MI State Sen. John Loudon

About Kathy Finn
Kathy Finn is a freelance journalist and writer
living in New Orleans.

Check out Policy Today's home on the Web at
www.policytoday.com!

Loudon and other opponents were particularly
disturbed by a provision in the new law that
indexes the wage to inflation.
"I think it is very dangerous to pass legislation that
attempts to manipulate the marketplace," he says.
"I'm a huge believer in equalizing opportunities,
but it's dangerous to try to equalize outcomes."

A Principled Perspective
on Practical Politics

Nonetheless, it appears that the momentum has
shifted nationally behind a higher federal
minimum wage. In recent weeks, both houses of
Congress passed versions of a wage bill that will
raise the minimum to $7.15 an hour.
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CONTRIBUTORS TO THIS ISSUE

Legal Principles: Our Criminal Justice System

Kathy Finn

The protagonists of our criminal justice system—police,
lawyers and judges—appear only in the final stages of
a story that has begun years before in a broken home,
a failed educational system or communal neglect.

Kathy Finn is an accomplished freelance journalist from
New Orleans. Her work has appeared in several
national and regional publications.

In the March 1st issue of Policy Today, hear what
legislators and peace officers across the country are
saying about prison reform, mandatory sentencing,
rehabilitation programs and more.

Donna Jackel
Donna Jackel is a freelance journalist living in
Rochester, New York. Her work on women's issues,
health, history and social justice appears regularly in
publications across the country.
Featured Legislators
* Kansas State Senator John Vratil
* Arkansas State Senator Jimmy Jeffress
* Indiana Representative Gregory Porter
NCSL Issue Specialists
* Brian Weberg
* Heather Grinager
* Sara Vitaska
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1

A LEVEL
PLAYING FIELD
"Inequality in education can be whittled down
to the economic segregation that exists in
most American school districts."
by Donna Jackel

S

ometimes equality in education comes by
choice; other times by force.

In 1992, a school district in rural Arkansas sued
the state, claiming unfair distribution of school
funds, in violation of the state and federal
constitutions. In 2002, the Arkansas Supreme
Court upheld a lower court decision that found
the state education's system was constitutionally
inequitable and inadequate. But it wasn't until two
years later, under pressure from the state Supreme
Court to comply with its ruling, that the state
legislature agreed to consolidate 57 school districts
and increase education spending by more than
$400 million.
School districts serving impoverished areas have
received almost a 30% increase in funding to help
students succeed, says Arkansas State Senator Jim
Argue (D-Little Rock). Efforts are also underway to
raise the quality of school administrators and
teachers and of pre-school, after-school and
summer enrichment programs.
Vo l / 4| N o / 2
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In Arkansas, most of the low-income students
attend schools with the "worst facilities and the least
trained teachers, " Argue says.
"We've tried to develop strategies to help those
districts facing extra challenge to retain good
teachers through salary bonuses and [teaching]
scholarship programs that are repaid by service
targeted at those districts."
Attracting high-quality teachers to schools in lowincome neighborhoods is a challenge, nationally,
says Richard D. Kahlenberg, an education expert
and a senior fellow with The Century Foundation,
a New York-based progressive think tank.
Acknowledging the importance of pre-kindergarten
programs in helping disadvantaged students
succeed, Arkansas is now allocating $72 million to
a statewide program for 3- and 4-year-olds at, or
below, 200% of the poverty level. There are plans
to increase that amount to $110 million, he adds.
The causes of inequality in education in the United
States can be whittled down to one single fact,
according to Kahlenberg: the economic
segregation that exists in most American school
districts.
"A lot of research finds that if a low-income student
is given a chance to go to a middle-class school,
[he or she] will perform much better," he says.
There are three reasons why. "We know that
children learn from one another all the time,"
Kahlenberg says. "In schools where all the children
are low income…they are more likely to have
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discipline problems
and less likely to
work hard to get
into college, because it's not a reality
for them."
Studies also show
that suburban children have an
advantage in having
parents who are
involved with the
school system.
AR State Sen. Jim Argue
"Middle class parents are four times more likely to
be part of the PTA than a parent who is working
several jobs and may not have a car, Kahlenberg
says.
So what's the solution? To integrate schools, it is
key to provide incentives for middle-class families,
Kahlenberg says. As an example, Kahlenberg
points to an urban school in Hartford, Conn. that
attracted white suburban students by opening a
magnet Montessori school.
"For low-income students to get a chance to go to
a suburban school, there must be an incentive for
the middle-class school." Kahlenberg says. "For
example, about 25% of St. Louis' urban populations
attend suburban schools. In exchange, the
suburban schools receive extra funding.
Changing attitudes are also improving school
integration, Kahlenberg says, adding "most people
see racial integration as a positive thing."
POLICY TODAY | February 21, 2007
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"THE GOAL OF NO CHILD LEFT BEHIND IS
TOTAL EQUALITY, WHICH IS UNREALISTIC."
emphasize the goal of sending all students to twoor four-year postsecondary education, but I think
we're now beginning to realize that this isn't
necessarily the best path for each and every
student. Furthermore, we need technicians,
craftsmen, and other skilled positions that don't
require a two- or four-year degree. They need to
be trained in vocational and technical aspects
that are every bit as important to our economy
as scientists and mathematicians.

Policy Today talks with Kansas State
Senator John Vratil about the future of
education in Kansas and the problem of
educational inequality in America..
PT: The United States' public education system
has long been considered one of its greatest
achievements and the bulwark of our equalitarian
society. Is ensuring social and economic equality
still among policymakers' priorities when it comes
to education?
Vratil: I feel that it is. I believe that there is a
major nationwide emphasis on providing equality
of opportunity in our public school system. But I
think it's important to distinguish between the
bold statement of "equality" and the more refined
statement of "equality of opportunity," because
we cannot guarantee that every student will be
equal. In fact, I think I can guarantee that every
student will not be equal. But we can strive
toward that latter goal so that every student has
the opportunity to succeed.
I think it's an extremely important distinction to
make because many people will look at
discrepancies in student performance and
attribute it to inequality. That is absolutely
untrue.
Vo l / 4| N o / 2
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PT: What is Kansas doing policy-wise to fill these
needs and support students who choose not to
pursue a two- or four-year degree?

"A takeover of our educational system by the federal
government would be disastrous."

PT: It sounds as though our society may have some
misconceptions about what equality actually
means. Do you think that misconception carries
over into policy debates about types of education,
such as technical/vocational vs. university
education? Is the former viewed as unequal to or
less worthy than the other when it comes to funding
and outreach?
Vratil: Yes, I think that has been the case for the
last couple of decades. We have tended to

Vratil: We actually have a technical/vocational
education commission that has been appointed
by the governor. They're studying our system and
looking at things like systemic governance,
coordination and collaboration between various
institutions offering these courses, and
financing. They have not made recommendations
yet, and in fact some bills have been introduced
in our legislative session that are actually out
ahead of the commission with respect to
governance.
The problem in Kansas is that we have a very
disjointed technical education system. Moreover,
it has no coherent funding mechanism.
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PT: The lack of a
coherent funding
mechanism
raises another
question: What
role do you see
the federal government playing
with respect to
education policy?
Are the states
better able to
ensure equality
with minimal
"The states and the U.S. Dept. of Ed.
federal interare at odds more often than not."
ference, or can
the federal government more effectively "legislate"
equality of educational opportunity from
Washington?

the general premise behind it—that we want every
child to be able to read, write and function in our
society. Do you think the policy adequately
addresses the problems it proposes to solve, or do
you think there's a better way to approach it?

Vratil: Well, I see a role for the federal government, but it is a relatively limited role. I think
that ideally, it should provide financial resources
to emphasize those areas of our educational
system that they feel are neglected or of greater
priority.

"I see a role for the federal government,
but it is a relatively limited role. "

I also see the federal government providing
research to the states on best practices in
education. What I'm fearful of is a gradual
takeover of our educational system by the federal
government, which I believe would be absolutely
disastrous.
PT: No Child Left Behind is obviously controversial
in its implementation, but most people agree with
Vo l / 4| N o / 2
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Vratil: No, I think there's definitely a better way
to approach it. I agree, I don't think there's
anybody who doesn't agree with the goals. On the
other hand, I don't know of anybody with any
knowledge of our education system who thinks
that 100% proficiency is achievable. So, I think
that NCLB is a little misguided in this aspect.
I think there is a much better way of achieving
the goals of NCLB in a more realistic, flexible
manner in which you really have a partnership
between the states and the federal government.
Right now, that partnership doesn't exist.

The states and the U.S. Department of Education
are at odds more often than not.
PT: What's causing the relationship to break down
if we can all agree on common goals?
Vratil: The breakdown is that many of the
requirements of NCLB are unrealistic and others
are completely disingenuous or misguided. I think
that the disaggregating of student assessment
data is a good thing, but you have to be realistic
about it.
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One of the subgroups includes children who speak
English as a second language. Like everybody
else, NCLB requires those non-English-speaking
students to be 100% proficient by 2014. Well,
that's so absurd as to be laughable, because once
those students achieve proficiency in English,
they drop out of the group. So, by definition the
only students in that group are students who are
not proficient. How can you achieve 100%
proficiency for students who are in that group
because they are not proficient? The U.S.
Department of Education won't acknowledge that.
PT: Would you say that part of that mindset comes
from that distorted view of equality that you
mentioned earlier, that we can make equal
outcomes through legislation like this?
Vratil: Yes, absolutely. The goal of No Child Left
Behind is total equality, which I said at the
beginning is both unrealistic and will never
happen. If the goal of No Child Left Behind was
equality of opportunity, and that principle guided
the policy, it would have been structured in a
much different manner.
PT: With more emphasis on that state/federal
partnership and educational flexibility?
Vratil: Exactly.
PT: Senator, thank you for your time.
Kansas State Senator John Vratil represents
Kansas' 11th Senate District. He serves as the chair
of the Senate Judiciary Committee and the vicechair of the Senate Education Committee.
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CRIME

AND

OPPORTUNITY

DEFEATING CRIME
WITH CHOICE
"Creating opportunity for the poor comes down
to one word—'choice.'"
by Donna Jackel

G

enerations of policymakers have grappled with
how to provide children in low-income, highcrime neighborhoods a chance at a better life. But
are we looking at the problem the right way?
Washington State Senator Adam Kline (D-Seattle),
who represents some of the poorest and richest
citizens in the state, strikes a familiar note: "For
many kids, education is the only remaining way
out the cycle of poverty," Kline said. In this sense,
education remains "the great equalizer" of
American society.
So, apparently, believes Washington Governor Chris
Gregoire. She is pushing for spending increases
for the entire state education system, early
childhood through higher education, of about $2.4
billion compared to the previous budget. The
payoff will be smaller class sizes, more teachers
and higher salaries to attract high-caliber teachers,
Kline said.
Another proposed equalizer introduced by state
legislators is a constitutional amendment that
Vo l / 4| N o / 2
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would authorize school levies and bonds to be
approved by a simple majority (50%, plus one) of
voters, rather than the current 60% supermajority
requirement.
"We want to change it to a simple majority because
we see it as an equalizer in a society that no longer
has the same upward mobility," Kline says.
"American society has become more stratified. We
have to make sure that K-12 prepares [poor]
children for further education. Then, we need to
fund higher education."
More funding for schools is great, but what does it
have to do with crime? This approach is "cost
effective in the extreme when you consider what
jail costs," says Kline.
The first line of defense against crime
Education is the first line of defense against crime,
agrees Texas State Senator Kel Seliger, (R-Amarillo).
"A well educated populace can make the most of
the opportunities we have."
But the citizenry must also be protected, he adds.
"We must crack down on crime," he says. "We have
no other choice to make our cities more livable."
The Texas state legislature recently held a joint
hearing on drug rehabilitation and diversionary
strategies to reduce recidivism. One goal, says
Seliger, is to have more prisoners undergo
substance abuse treatment before they are
released from the state penitentiary.
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Fostering equality
Creating opportunity for
those who live in crimeridden neighborhoods all
comes down to one
word—"choice," believes
John Klofas, a professor
of Criminal Justice at the
Rochester Institute of
Technology in Rochester,
New York.
WA State Sen. Adam

"Highly concentrated Kline
poverty and racial isolation are the ingredients for
a high-crime neighborhood," he says. "We need
to give people choices about where they go to
school, work and live. We need to give them
choices and see how many take advantage of the
opportunity."
For example, in Rochester about 600 low-income
children attend suburban public schools through
an urban-suburban transfer program, but another
3,000 children are on a waiting list for the program.
In the city of Rochester, there are approximately
25 homicides per 100,000. Many of these
homicides are tied to the illegal drug trade. And
the lack of job opportunities—and hope—lead
some of the "best and brightest" who live in poor
neighborhoods to turn to selling drugs.
"Those people are trying to make it and are often
constrained by the structure of their community,"
Klofas says.
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"WHY DO JUST THE MINIMUM WHEN YOU
CAN DO MUCH BETTER?"
Arkansas State Senator Jimmy Jeffress
knows something about education. After
almost 30 years as an instructor in the
Arkansas public school system, he now
tackles the issue as a member of the
Arkansas Senate Education Committee.
PT talks with Senator Jeffress about his
views on educational equality.
PT: Some people argue that a distorted view of
what equality actually means generally results in
distorted policies that are meant to reflect its
principles. Would you agree with that assertion
when it comes to educational policy?
Jeffress: Not exactly. I think your equality of
outcome is going to be a direct result of what
you put into it. Here in Arkansas, there's a general
consensus that we want the best tools and
resources for our children, the best teachers in
the classroom and everything else to be in place
for them so that they can secure a well-rounded
education, be able to enter the work force,
support themselves and become a contributing
member of society. I don't think anything has ever
changed in that regard.
PT: But haven't we viewed some types of education
as "more equal" than others and funded them as
such in the past?
Vo l / 4| N o / 2
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Jeffress: Well, yes, I think so. I'm a retired school
teacher myself, and as a teacher, I sensed that
we were putting forth more effort toward those
students who were going to college rather than
tr ying to help everybody, sometimes to the
detriment of those who were going to pursue
technical or vocational training.

But in the past few years, especially the years I've
spent in the legislature, we've focused on really
broadening our approach. Whether someone is

"I see a role for the federal government,
but it is a relatively limited role. "
going to college or going on to pursue something
else, they still have to have the basics. Therefore,
we're trying to make sure that every student is
required to take the core curriculum with very
little in the way of an opt-out provision. And I
tend to support that. I think that vocational
students are sometimes looked upon as secondclass students that can't do the tough work, but
they can, and they shouldn't be regarded as
unequal.
PT: From your perspective as a former teacher,
what has changed most significantly—for better
or for worse—in the Arkansas educational system?
Jeffress: We're putting more of our resources
toward ensuring equality in our public education

"We're putting more of our resources toward ensuring
equality in our public education system."

system. We've almost doubled the amount of
funding we allocate to education over the past
five years, and we're not done yet. During the
current legislative session, we're working to
ensure equality of facilities across the state. So,
we're going to spend some major dollars in that
area.
We've had some folks say, "We've already met the
mandate and met the minimum requirements,
so let's stop and move on to something else," but
I disagree. Why do just the minimum when you
can do much better?
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PT: Should the federal government play a role in
educational policy, and if so, what should that role be?
Jeffress: I would like to have the federal
government give us a mandate on curriculum and
everything else that everyone has to do. I'd like
to see more standardization across the nation in
what we're trying to accomplish. That way there's
no doubt about what's expected. I'd like to see a
little clearer definition of what the goals actually
are, but we're doing the best we can with what
we've been given.
No Child Left Behind is one of the most confusing,
confounding things out there as far as educational
policy goes, but I think it's a worthwhile cause.
It's got a lot of shortcomings, but ultimately I
think it's going to be good for the country and I
support the mandate.
PT: If you had a free hand to fix NCLB, what would
you do to make it better?

EDUCATION, POVERTY AND EQUALITY
Indiana State Representative Gregory Porter gets to the point with PT.
On the poverty/education link…
Poverty is on the rise in the United States—people are getting
poorer. And if people are growing poorer, what does that mean for
education? Education is supposed to be the way people lift
themselves up out of poverty, but if people are going the other
direction, that means we've got a problem. There is a definite
disconnect.
On America's approach to education reform…
We have all of these different foundations and think tanks now attempting to deal with
inequality and our failing schools, but they're like silos. Everyone is trying to put together
this magnificent pie out of a dash of this and a dash of that. But none of them are talking
to each other about the best way forward.

Jeffress: Well, I don't completely subscribe to the
notion that just because you pour dollars into
something it's going to make it better, but then
again, you can't do something if you don't have
the funding to do it. So, I'd like to see funding
levels increased and some accountability
standards put in so we know what we're getting
for our money.

On vision and the task at hand…

PT: Senator, thank you for your time.

I can't point to one thing that happened to start the slide. But when I graduated from
college in 1978, I went to school in Europe for a semester. The foreign students looked
at education as an opportunity; we looked at it as a privilege. They came seeking the
American Dream, and we felt like we were entitled to it. It's a change in attitude.

Arkansas State Senator Jimmy Jeffress represents
Arkansas' 24th Senate District. He serves on eight
committees, including the Senate Education
Committee.
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It's a lack of overarching vision, and it's a big job. It's like turning around a big ship like
the Midway. With the pressures of globalization and the achievement gap closing in on
us, we've got to turn the Midway around. You just don't turn it on a dime, it's going to
take some time.
On where public education began to slip…
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TO HAVE AND TO
HAVE NOT
Increasing wage disparity threatens to tear
a hole in our social fabric. Several states
are looking for ways to mend it.

T

by Donna Jackel

he growing gap between the wealthiest in our
society and everyone else is all in the numbers.
The ratio of what the average CEO is paid,
compared to the average worker, leapt incredibly
from 30-1 in 2003 to 431-1 in 2004, according to
the Institute for Policy Studies. Where has our
society derailed in terms of wage equity and what
can be done about it?
In Washington state, lawmakers are trying to bring
some kind of oversight to CEO salaries and
compensation packages, says State Representative
Steven Conway (D-Tacoma), of the state Commerce
and Labor Committee.
Creating a special tax for the wealthy and using
the money to pay for educational opportunities for
the poor is also under consideration. "We don't
have income tax in Washington," Conway says. "Our
Constitution prohibits it."
Washington is already ahead of many other states
in terms of their minimum wage—$7.93 an hour.
But raising the minimum wage is not the solution,
Conway notes, "It only raises the bottom rung of
the ladder."
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Instead, he and other Washington legislators
propose adopting a living wage ordinance. "We
would analyze what it costs in a particular part of
the state to buy a home, car, utilities, and what
wage level you need to be at [to afford everything.]"
Also under consideration is a bill that would require
state contractors to pay workers a family wage.
But neither proposal will address the imbalance in
power between management and workers: the
decline in unionism in America.
"Unions ensured that workers had a right at the
bargaining table," Conway says. "As we see an
erosion of collective bargaining—especially in the
private sector—we see a corresponding wage
slippage."
Better accountability would help reduce the
widening gap between the rich and poor, says
Maryland State Senator Verna Jones. "Everyone
should have access to health care and a decent
wage above the poverty level," she says. "The
government should take the lead on this."
Maryland also has a proposed living wage bill:
Business owners who receive more than $100,000
from the state would be required to pay workers a
living wage of $11.50.
Jones has proposed an economic development
incentives bill that would require the state
government to track whether businesses receiving
government subsidies fulfill their promises to
provide decent-paying jobs. "This will help make
people more accountable," Jones says. Currently,
there is no systematic way of tracking whether these
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companies
are
fulfilling their commitment to produce
quality jobs.
In Wyoming, a
statewide leadership
program, which included lawmakers,
physicians and business leaders, last
year produced a
recommendation
paper on wage WA Representative Steven
Conway
disparity between
men and women. Wyoming ranks last in the nation
in terms of gender wage disparity, with women
earning 67 cents for every dollar earned by men,
according to the report.
The leadership program sur veyed 100
organizations involved with workforce and
economic development to identify challenges in
closing the wage gap. A lack of affordable daycare
was identified as the second biggest problem. (The
top reason for gender inequity was that the highest
paying jobs, such as coal mining, are male
dominated.)
"Access to affordable child care is huge," said
Suzey Delger, a nursing coordinator for the Natrona
County School District and one of the authors of
the paper. "Many women are the main
breadwinners and caretakers of their children. If
you can't find affordable day care, you may have
to take one or two lower paying jobs, or you may
end up unemployed."
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"LIFE, LIBERTY
AND THE PURSUIT
OF HEALTH CARE"
While Massachusetts and now California may
get all the press, Maine continues its quest for
equality in health care.
by Donna Jackel

B

efore universal health care fever swept
Massachusetts and then California, there was
Maine. In June 2003, Maine Governor John
Baldacci signed the Dirigo Health Reform Act into
law with the ambitious goals of controlling costs,
improving quality of health care, extending
insurance coverage—and providing all Maine's
citizens with access to health care by 2009. The
law went into effect Jan. 1, 2005.
The act also created a new health plan,
DirigoChoice, which provides discounted health
insurance coverage, on a sliding scale, to Maine
businesses with 50 or fewer employees, the selfemployed and individuals.
The first steps toward health care parity?
The state paid $53 million to launch the program.
Further funding was to be found from the cost
savings by Maine's hospitals and to insurance
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companies—from fewer E.R. trips by the uninsured
among other savings. The plan called for an
evaluation of those savings and then for the
insurance companies to pay that cash back into
the Dirigo system.
The Maine legislature had hoped to have 30,000
enrolled by the end of the first year; but enrollment
is now only at about 15,000, says state Rep.
Hannah Pingree, (D-North Haven).
"It's not a failure, but it hasn't been as successful
as we would have hoped," says Pingree, vice chair
of the health committee of the National Conference
of State Legislatures. "For a small, poor rural state,
we've done some great and really innovative things."
Needed—a national solution?
But, achieving equality in health care, as the Clinton
administration discovered, is no easy matter.
"We've had a hard time making it affordable
enough, and middle income people don't qualify
for a discount, so they are still left out of the system,"
Pingree says.
A blue-ribbon panel recently recommended the
state identify new funding sources that will come
through the state budget, such as increased taxes
on tobacco products, snacks, bottled soft drinks
and beer and wine.
While states like Maine, California and
Massachusetts attempt to assume responsibility for
their uninsured, universal health coverage is not
something that can be strung together, piecemeal,

Maine Representative Hannah Pingree

state by state, Pingree says. The federal
government, she says, must come up with a
national solution, in terms of both money and policy
changes.
"The lower middle class is continually being
squeezed out—they don't qualify for Medicaid, but
many can't afford insurance at all, or only a policy
with a very high deductible," Pingree says. "They
don't have access to preventive services and they
have to pay a lot of their health care so they end
up in worse medical shape."
In the meantime, the majority of Maine residents
still back the Dirigo plan, Pingree says.
"It's been controversial, but there is strong support
to continue what we are doing," she says, "Health
care security is probably one of [constituents'] top
three concerns."
POLICY TODAY | February 21, 2007

19

<< Previous Page | Cover | Contents | Exit Full Screen | Search Issue | Print | Next Page >>

FOR MANY
STILL SEEKING A
PLACE TO CALL
HOME, THE STORM
ISN’T OVER.

All across the country, for many hurricane victims housing discrimination is its own storm. If you are looking
for a place to call home, remember housing discrimination based on your race, color, sex, religion, national
origin, familial status or disability is illegal. Please call and report it. There is hope, because there is help.
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1-800-669-9777
TTY 1-800-927-9275
visit ___________
www.hud.gov
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