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Why I'm Reluctantly Backing Vouchers

By Awrmiue LEVINE
Throughout my career, T have eent an

apponent of school voucher programs. I

disapproved of them because I [eared they
would pndermine public schoals. They also
threatened to diminish the teaching of uni-
versal demoeciitic vnlues by supporting
praraehial and ideotogicully hased schoois.
Stwdies of the limited experimenis con-
ducted with vouchers and school chotee in
the 1.8, showed these options were used
disproportionately by relalively aflluent
families, raising the concern that vouchers
eontld turn our public schinols into ghettos
for the peoe. In addition, the research
showed vouchers procduce 13ttle if any im-
provement in student achicvement, but re-
sult it higher educational cosis.

However, after much sonl-searching, I
have reluetantly concluded that o fimited
sehool voueher program is now essential
for the poorest Americans atiending the
worst publie schoots.

Despile a Yryear-long nalional schoot-
improvemment  movement, many  urban
public schonols are stili [alling aguet physi-
cally and produce dismal resuils when it
ecomes to teaching studenis. These schools

show noe signs of improving; some are even

deteriorating. They are the worst schools
in Ameriea. Walking through their halls,
one meets studenis without hope and

-teachers without expectations. Those .
schools damage children; they rob them of

their futfures. No parent shiould he foreed to
send 2 child fo such a school. No student
should be campelled to attend one.

Today these schools are effectively re-
served for the urban poor. More-affluent
parents have other oplions-—private
schools, suburhan schools or better pablic
schonls, As never before In American his-
fory, we live In an age in which the Tulnre
of our ehildren is inexiricably lied {0 the
guality of e cducaling they reeeive. In
{he past, a school dropout or i jess-edu-
eated American could {ind a job in mann-
facturing or in one of the service profes-
sions, earming wages adequate to support
a Lmily, Those jobs lurve all bt disap-
peared. Teday, 1o foree children into inac-
equate schools is to deny them any chance
of suceess. To de so simply on the basis of
their parents’ income is a sin.

~ What T am proposing is a rescue opera-
tion aimed at reclaiming the lives of Amer-
ien’s most disadvantazed children. This
woutld involve o limited voucher program
focusing on poor, urban children attending
the botiom 10% of puhlic schools. Their
famities would be reimbursed an amount
erqual to the cost per student of public odu-
calion {a aadional average of roughly
$6.500} to aflow them to attend a beller
school. These schools could be nonsectar-
ian private schools or hetter public schools
in the suburbs. The money could cven he
used to create heitey wrhan public-school
alternatives.

The voucher rescue would aim to ac-
complish three poals. Most important, it
would offer poor children a way cut of the
worst schoots. IT the research on vouchers
is corrveet, net nearly as many s one would

hepe will chense this option. However,
nany will—andg that is all that matters.

Seeond, it will become possible to shut
down some of the poor schools abandoned
by students with vouchers. This will per-
mit urban pahblic schoul districts to con-
centrite their resources on mone promis-
ing aml elfective schools,

Third, the vouchiers coukld encourage

~ the creation of strong urban schools. This

could happen as entrepreneurs aad private
eompanies such ag the Kdison Projert fol-
towr the dollars angd establish  private in-
ner-city schoeols. It coutd happen if urban
public school districts decide {o replace 0id
schools with hetter ones 56 that they can
compete for students. In any case, schools
receiving voucher [unding should be re-
auired to meetl serious performanee stan-
davds. They need 1o be aceountabie hoth
fiscally and academically.

This is a painful proposal fur me to of-
fer. In making it [ am departiog rom the
views of mwst of my colleagues at Teach-
ers College and of educators across tHhe na-
e, whnm [ deeply respoet, Tilo seonly in
response {o x cdesperate situation. I offer it
not as a convert 1o vouchers, but as an in-
dividual who thinks in this one instance
they may be the only way to save the most
isadvantaged children. 1 offer this pro-
posal nol as a detractor of publie schoois,
but as a champion who wanrts them to be
as sirong as they can he,
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