High Quality Public Education
or Individual Retirement

Accounts: Which Side

Are You On?

Educators, concerned about their

incomes and their values, are faced with

a win and lose dilemma.
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| nivatization 1s an espeaallv impor-
tant ssuc for educators because of

the histonical significance of pub-
lic schools. Public schools have seem-
ingly alwavs had a speaial place in the

| hearts of Amencans. Love them or hate

them, no onc can scnously guestion

of the United States. Yet sclf-supporting

& | their central place in the social deology |

private schools, some of which predate |

the Republic. have also contnbuted to

the development of our social democra- |

cv. Their ven existence demonstrates
that intellectual and religious freedom 1s
a realitv in the U.S. Amencans have,
thercfore. traditionally tended not onl
to regard education as a common good.
thev have also regarded the develop-

ment of both private and public schools |

as the best way to assurc that good 1n our
pluralistic democracy

The benchts of the traditional rela-
tionship between self-standing  private
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“The traditional
relationship
between self-
standing private and
tax-supported
public schools has
been challenged in
the last 30 years by
a number of factors.”
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and tax-supported public schools have
been challenged i the last 30 vears by,
among other things, the growing num-
ber of all-white private schools in the
South following the Brown decision: the
sharp enticisms of the public schools in
the 1960s and Ths for their failure to
provide a quality education to mimority,
poor. and working class children; and
the proposal of an educational voucher
systern, designed to make public schools
more respansive by making them “com-
pete” for tax dollars. The most recent
threat to the traditional private school-
public school relationship are proposals
to provide indirect tax support for pri-
vate schools through tuition tax credits
as part of a larger trend toward the
increasing privatization of social serv-
ices

The guiding ideology of U.S. social
welfare policy at the national level today
is clearly based on the assumption that,
to use Whittv's words, “the individual
exercise of supposcdly free choice in an

lan Sutherlin Lane

unequal sociche s the best wav of
achieving social justice. ™ It would be a
mustake, however, to deseribe this ideol-
ogv (given the social lnstory of the ULS )
as conservative g partisan sense. In
the US| pohtical hiberals and conser-
vatives have alwavs shared this ideologr-
cal prennse. Thev have differed only on
the extent to which it should be carned
through i social policy

Take, for example, Richard Christen-
sen's proposal, i an article titled “Edu-
cating Toward Justice,” that lngh school
students he required to take an academic
course 1n soctal qustice while concur-
rently working among the urban poor,
the “have nots” of our society. ! Al-
though from the traditional Amencan

perspective this proposal mav seem veny

liberal, it is. from the perspective of
Whittv's structural analvsis, essentially
conservative. That s, it presupposes that
enlightened acts of good works are the
primary hasis for solving social problems
and promoting the general welfare

36

EnvcatioNnal LEADERSHIP



therefore
stands well within traditional Amencan
liberal/conservative social ideology. s
tone recalls Violas' deseription of Jane
Addams, the archetvpal Amencan liber-
al/conservative reformer:

Educating Toward Justice”

Jane Addams first became aware of the
contradiction between social deal and social
reality when, at age six, her father drove her
through the poor quarter of Cedarville. Her
response was both interesting and instruc-
tive. She hrst expressed shock that people
should live “in such hornd hittle houses so
close together ™ Then she voiced the convice-
tion that “when 1 grow up. 1 should, of
course, have a large house, IF,)llt it would not
be built among the other large houses, but
night in the midst of hornd hittle houses like
these -

Although Chrnistensen’s and Addams’
sentiments are humane, thev do not
address issues such as poverty, mass
ullcnlpln\'mt'nl_ or tax support for non-
puhlll; soctal welfare services into strue-
tural ssucs. This mability scems in-
creasingly problematic as we siruggle to

formulate social policy i a chimate of

economic cnsis. Although in the U.S
we have managed for some time to
ignore the structurally irrelevant differ-
ences between hiberals and conservatives
in order to formulate social pohey con-
sensus on such issues as railroad owner-
ship. sewage treatment, medical care for
the clderly, and support for public edu-
cation. It now appears, however, that
the latest economic cnisis in the U.S.
and the entire (';lpliall.\t world 15 |)lrsh|ng
liberals and conservatives cver more
closely together i their social policy
formulations

For example, Republicans and Dem-
ocrats recently worked long and hard to
“reform” the social security svstem. In
the process, they encouraged Americans
to regard the pnmary problem of the
system as administrative or demographic
rather than one of mass unemplovment.
They further croded public confidence
in, and political support for, the social
security system by supporting legislation
to enable those with enough money to
set up tax sheltered individual retire-
ment accounts (IRA). These accounts
amount to a hidden tax on the working
poor who must help make up the lost tax
dollars. In other words, the poor pay
more and get less. By examining pro-
grams such as the IRA, it is possible to
see that as liberals and conservatives are

forced to move closer and closer togeth-
er in their programmatic formulations,
the practical result is the class divisions
in American socicty. It is precisely these
divisions that social welfare programs in
general and public education in particu-
lar are supposed to ameliorate.

The relationship between the social
security svstem and [RAs 1s structured in
roughly the same wav as the new rela-
tionship between public and  private
schools will be if the government grants
tax credits for private school tuition.
The historically positive, balanced and
complementary  relationship  between
public and private schools in the U8, s
threatened, not strengthened, by the
MCreasmeg PTI\'JIIZ&'IUI] ()f ﬁ()(_'lﬂl SCTVICCS
m the name of “free choice.™ This 1s
because, in practice, privatization has
the effect of building political support
for the continued withdrawal of public
moneyv for public education. Under a
policy of privatization, at the same time
that less public monev will be available
for public education. the amount of

| money n the p()ckl.‘ts of a wealthy mi-

nonty will increase. This minority will
then be able to purchase privately a
vanety of social services from trash col-
lection to good schools. That will be the
“free choice” of the wealthy. The “free
choice” of the majonty of our citizens,
however, will be to do without an in-
creasing number of social welfare bene-
fits (such as good public schools) or to
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reduce their standard of lining to pav for
them.

In these historical circumstances,
educators are in a paradoxical situation.
Most professional educators are muddle
class, a status that depends to a large
extent on public tax support. At the
same time that indwidual educators
scemingly have the chance to profit
from the trend toward the prnivatization
of social services through such schemes
as IRAs. our professional status and
membership in the middle class is being
threatened by the same trend. As educa-
tors. we are confronted with determin-
ing whether we will support the social
policv of privatization that enabled us to
open our IRA accounts or whether we
will participate in formulating a social
policy that is aimed at the equal provi-
sion of education for all children of the
U.S. as the policy most in our profes-
sional interests and the one most likely
to result in the greatest social good. We
can no longer pretend it 1s possible to
have it both wavs.[]

'Richard Chnistensen, “Educating
Toward Justice,” Educational Leader-

*Paul C. Violas. “Jane Addams and
the New Liberalism,” in Roots of Crisis:
American Education in the Twentieth
Century, ed. C.]. Kanier, P. Violas, |.
Spring (Chicago: Rand McNally, 1976),
pp. 69-70.
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