
Sen. Reichgott: 

The bill you have blocks every one of Honig's six objections 
to the Chubb/Moe plan. 

* No elite academies. 
* No cult schools. 
* No religious schools. 
*No 'free' market. 
*No requirement for 'vast numbers of new schools'. 
* No increase in cost from taking over private schools, etc. 
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0 ne of the loudest salvos in the ongoing battle over "choice" in public 
schools came this year from theoreticians John E. Chubb and Terry 
M. Moe in The Brookings Review ("America's Public Schools: Choice 

Is a Panacea," summer issue). Chubb and Moe propose to transform our pub
lic schools from democratically regulated to market-driven institutions. They 
argue that the past decade has seen the most ambitious period of school re
form in the nation's history, but that gains in test scores or graduation rates 
are nil. Their explanation: government, with its politics and bureaucracy, so 
hampers schools' ability to focus on academic achievement that improve
ment efforts are doomed. 

Using data from the early eighties, Chubb and ~foe contend that freeing 
schools from democratic control boosts performance a full grade level. Thus, 
they would give students scholarships for any public, private, or newly 
formed school; prohibit states or school districts from establishing organiza
tional or effective curricular standards or assessing school performance; and 
allow schools to restrict student entry. They assert that parent choice alone 
will assure g_uality. 

What's wrong with this proposal to combine vouchers with radical dereg
ulation? Everything. 

In the first place, Chubb and Moe's basic charge that current reform efforts 
have not succeeded is dead wrong and, consequently, the need for risky and 

radical change unjustified. While 
their data say something useful 
about the dangers of rigid bureau
cracy and the overpoliticization of 
education, their findings cannot be 
used to judge the reform effort, since 
the students in their study were 
tested before reforms began. Evi
dence gathered more recently points 
to substantial gains. 

For example, in 1983 California 
began refocusing on academic excel
lence, reducing bureaucracy, enhanc
ing professional autonomy, and 
moving away from a rule-based to a 
performance-driven system. We 
raised standards; strengthened cur
riculum and assessment; invested in 
teacher and principal training; estab
lished accountability, including per
formance targets and incentives for 
good results and penalties for bad; 
provided funds for team building at 
the school; pushed for better text
books; and forged alliances with par
ents, higher education, and the busi
ness community. 

The result of this comprehensive 
approach has been real progress. 
In 1989, in reading and math, Cali
fornia high school seniors scored 
one year ahead of seniors in 1983, 
the exact improvement that Chubb 
and Moe say their ro osal would 
ac ieve an just what they argue 
could not be accomelished within .. 
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the existing svstem. 
Since 1986, California eighth grade 

scores have risen 25 percent, the 
pool of dropouts has decreased 18 
percent, and the number of high 
school graduates meeting the Uni
versity of California entrance re
quirements has risen 20 percent. 
Since 1983, the number of seniors 
scoring above .+30 in the verbal sec
tion of the Scholastic Aptitude Test 
has grown 19 percent, the number 
scoring above 500 has increased 28 
percent, and the rate of seniors pass
ing Advanced Placement tests has 
jumped 114 percent - to more than 
50,000 students a year. 

California educators achieved 
these results even though the num
ber of students in poverty doubled, 
the number of those who do not 
speak English doubled to one out of 
five, and Califomia·s student popu
lation grew explosively. 

Impressive gains were also made 
nationally during the 1980s. The 
dropout pool shrunk by a third; the 
number of graduates attending col
lege grew 18 percent; and on the Na
tional Assessment of Educational 
Progress, the number of 17-year-olds 
able to solve moderately complex 
problems increased 22 percent in 
mathematics, and 18 percent in sci
ence. Reading and writing scores, 
however, grew less. 
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Further evidence of improvement 
in the performance of college-bound 
American youngsters is that Ad
vanced Placement courses taken 
have nearly doubled since 1982:,The 
number of students taking the more 
demanding curriculum, suggested 
by .4 Nation at Risk, of four years of 
English; three years of social studies, 
science, and math; and two vears of 
foreign languages more th~n dou
bled between 1982 and 1987, from 13 
percent to 29 percent of high school 
graduates. In science, the number of 
graduates taking chemistry grew 45 
percent to nearly one of every two 
students, and the number taking 
physics expanded -H percent to one 
of every five students. 

Certainly, these gains are not suf
ficient to prepare American young
sters for the changing job market, to 
reach their potential, to participate in 
our democracy, or to keep up with 
international competition. We still 
have a long way to go. But that is not 
the issue. Educators are being chal
lenged on whether we have a strat
egy that can produce results. We do, 
and this nation should be discussing 
how best to build on this record and 
accelerate the pace of reform - not 
how to dismantle public education. 

It is no exaggeration to say that 
Chubb and Moe's ideas for change 
would jeopardize our youngsters 
and this democracy. Any one of the 
following objections should be 
enough to sink their plan. 

First, the propos~l risks creating 
elite academies for the few and sec
ond-rate schools for the many. It al
lows schools to exclude students 
who do not meet their standards -
almost guaranteeing exacerbation of 
existing income and racial stratifi
cation. We had such a two-tiered sys
tem in the 19th century before mass 
public education helped make this 
country prosperous and free. We 
should not go back 100 years in 
search of the future. 

Second, cult schools will result. 
Nearly 90 percent of American 
youngsters attend public schools, 
which are the major institutions in
volved in transmitting our demo
cratic values. By prohibiting com-
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man standards, Chubb and Moe en
shrine the rights of parents over the 
needs of children and society and 
encourage tribalism. rs it good pub
lic policy to use public funds to sup
port schools that teach astrology or 
c:eationism instead of science, incul
cate antiminority or antiwhite atti
tudes, or prevent students from 
reading The Diary of Anne Frank or 
The Adventures vf Huckleberry Finn? 
Absent democratic controls, such 
schools will multiply. 

Third, their plan violates the con
stitutional prohibition against aiding 
religious schools. 

Fourth, the lack of accountabilitv 
and the naivete of relying on th~ 
market to protect children is alarm
ing. In the 19th.century the slogan 
was "let the buyer beware," and 
meat packers sold tainted meat to 
consumers. In the 20th century 
deregulation produced the savings 
and loan debacle. Nobody seriously 
proposes rescinding environmental 
safeguards - why should our chil
dren not be similarly protected? 
Look at private trade schools. Regu
lation is weak, and scholarships are 
available. The .results: widespread 
fraud and misrepresentation. Simi
lar problems o.ccurred when New 
York decentralized its school sys
tem. Corruption and patronage sur
faced in its local boards of educa
tion. All across the nation there are 
calls for more accountability from 
our schools, not less. 

Fifth, the plan would be tremen
dously chaotic. Vast numbers of new 
Schools would have to be created for 
this plan to succeed; yet most new 
enterprises fail. Many youngsters 
\I.ill suffer during the transition pe
riod, and with no accountability we 
will not even know if the experiment 
was successful. 

Sixth, tax~ayers will have to pa:z: 
more. Chub and Moe maintain that 
~etition will produce savings, 
but they offer no proof. A potent 
counter-example: colleges compete, 
yet costs are skyrocketing. Further
more, if this plan is adopted nation
wide, a substantial portion of the 
cost of private school stude~ -
about 517 billion a year - currently 

eaid for by their parents will be 
izicked u12 by taxpayers (unless pub
lic school expenditures are reduced 
IO percent, which would make the 
plan doubly disastrous). In addition, 
the proposal includes expensive 
transportation components i!D.Slthe 
creation of a new level of bureau
cracv - Choice Offices. These offices 
will include Parent Information C~n
ters, where liaisons will meet >vith 
parents and students to advise them 
on what schools to choose. But how 
many employees will be necessary 
for this process if parents are to re· 
ceive the information they need in ,1 

timely manner? 
If this country is willing to spend 

billions to improve education. there 
are much better investments with 
proven returns than Chubb and 
Moe's fanciful idea. One is provid· 
ing funds to bring teachers up to 
speed in math, science, and history. 
Investing in team-building efforts. 
technology, improving assessment. 
Headstart programs, or prenatal c.ue 
also offers proven returns for th~ 
dollar spent. 

Chubb and Moe misread the ~vi
dence on choice and claim it is th~ 
only answer. We should give eub!ic 
school parents more choice, eitht!r 
through magnet schools or through 
open-enrolhnent plans. Choice bu il.ds 
commitment of parents and students 
and keeps the system honest. But 
limits are necessary to prevent skim
ming of the academic or athletically 
talented or furthering racial si:g· 
regation. More important, where 
choke has been successful. such as 
in East Harlem, it has been one com
ponent of a broader investment in 
quality. 

This country has an incredible 
opportunity to build a wor!d-dass 
school system. Public schools have 
turned the comer, educators have de
veloped an effective game plan for 
the nineties, and promising ideas to 
encourage further flexibility within a 
context of vision and accountability 
are being implemented. [four lead· 
ers support that plan instead of chas
ing will-o'-the-wisp panaceas, come 
the year 2000, America's children 
will enjoy the schools they deserve. 
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