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E.J Dionne]r.

Vouchers Guilt Trip 
NEW YORK-Political reporters are trashed 

so regularly for loving horse races, polling and 
conflict that il's worth celebrating momcnlS 
when joumalists quest.ion caodidates about 
what we like to call "real issues.· 

In the midst or the aaimonious confronta­
tion between Al Gore and Bill Bradley at the 
Apollo Thtatcr in Harlem last week. Tamala Ed­
wards of Tune magazine noted the support 
among African Americans for school vouchers 
and also pointed out that Gort and his children 
·arc the product of private institutions.•

"ls there not a public or charter school in
D.C. good enough for your child? And, if not· -
here she was int.mupted by applause-"why
should the parents here have to keep their kids
in public schools because they don't have the :fi.
nancial rt90U1'Ces that you do?"

Later, Jeff Greenfield or CNN pressed the 
poinL "When the public achools fail our chil­
dren, • he said, rderring to affluent parmts, "we 
don't wait for new legislation. We protect our 
kids' future by pulling them out of those public 
scbools. There arc tens oC thousands of parents, 
di�proportlonately black and brown. who do 
not � that choice. ... Why shouldn't these 
parents conclude that the Democratic Party's 
oppositoo to choice is an example of support• 
ing a sptt:ial inlaesl rather than their interest?" 

Neither Gore nor Bradley was about to em­
brace vouchm.. But the Edwards-Greenfield 
moment should not be the last time the voucher 
question is joined. In this debate the opposing 
sides rattly address the other's best arguments. 

The best argument for vouchers was &-amed 
nicely by Edwards and Greenfield: Most par­
ents will do anything in their power to give their 
childttn a better education. But. as Greenfield 
said. poor parents can't afford private schools. 
And as Chicago's Mayor Richard Daley has 
said, � the most sincere promise to #ix an aij­
ing school system in 10 yeais doesn't sound 
very good to the parent o( an 8-year-old. In 10 
Y'2JS, the child is out ol the system. 

What might be called the guilty oonscicnce 
argument says to well-off parents: Uthe parents 
or poor childttn can find a bettcr school. doesn't 
a sense of social justice demand this parent be 
given a choice and a chance? What is wrong 
with vouchers for the poorest c:hildrcn in the 
most broken school systems? 

The usual reply &-om voucher opponents 
might be called" the supply argumcnL Yes, in 
some cities, alternative achools exist-usually 
Catholic schools-wbose tuitions arc within 
the reach of what a voucher could pay for. 

But voucher advocates, their opponents say, 
are wroog to pretend that the K-12 education 
market is like every other market. Starting new 
schools is difficult and expensive. Vouchers will 
not lead � to the creation ol thou­
sands of new and Yl'brant schools. Educating the 
poorest children in our society is not neceswily 
work that profit-making instiwtions would take 
on. Vouchers arc thus a false promise if they're 
off cred as an alternative to public school ttfonn. 

Now consider this pos.gl>ility: Both argu­
ments arc correct. As a safety valve for parents 

who desperately need alternatives to schools in 
catastrophic oondition, wuchen may work as a 
short-term balm--and as a prod to reform. 

But they are no substitute for fixing the pub­
lic schools, and thett is oo cheap or easy way to 
do thaL Education Secretary Richard Riley was 
right in his State of American Education speech 
last Wttk to underscore one unintended conse­
quence of the booming economy: Rewards for 
new a>llegc graduates are now so high in the 
private sector that potentially good teachers are 
bid away from the teaching market Riley's in­
novation was to suggest that teaching be turned 
into a full.year, and better-paid. profes&on. 

The problem is cspecially grave for math and 
ac:ience teac:hcrs. An Education Department o[. 
ficial offered these numbers: The average first. 
year teacher's salary is $25,735. But new college 
grads who go into c:omputing can earn an aver• 
age of$40,920; in engineering, average starting 
pay is $42,862. The gap grows aver time. Expe­
rienced teachers average $39,347; a computer 
systems analyst earns $63,072. 

Voucher advocates who say they belie\le in 
market economics cannot deny what market 
logic tells us: We need higher pay for teachers, 
especially for specialists, in exchange for more 
rigorous standards. 

But opponents need better answers than 
they've cxxne up with to the questions Edwards 
and Greenfield askM last week. Guilt is not an 
education policy. But if � don't (ttl guilty 
about what's happening to our poorest children, 
something is wrong with our consciences. 
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David Ignatius 

Gore's 
Greenspan 
Problem 

Tht' risk for Gort' is clt':lr, s.iys Har­
vard erooomics Prof. Bt'njamin M. 
Frit'dman: "Ht' will be running in pan 
on tht' state of tht' economy in tht' year 
2000. Because mont"t.ary policy is not a 
prt'Ci.<.e science, there is an opportunity 
for the Fed to make a mistake .... The 
pr� of tightening that's now in prog­
ress could overshoot and slow the econ­
omy too much and too abruptly-so 
much that Core no longer has visible 
prosl)t'rity to point to." 

Greenspan·s dilemma, notes Fried­
man, is that be can also make a mistake 
in the other direction-by not acting ag-

Thc US. economy grew at a rip- gress1vely enough to curtail the 6.9 l)t'r• 
roaring 6.9 l)t'rcent annu.al rate in tht' cent economic binge. In that case, the 
fourth quarter of last ye:ir. But as likely cUt'Cl might be a new spiral oC inflation. 
Democratic presidential nomintt Al "The problmi is unc:mainty," ex­
Gore may soon discover, there can be plains Friedman. Assume GrttnSJ)lll's 
too much of a good thing. objective is to slow economic growth to 

Gore's problem is that the economy half its cu.rreot rate during the fourth 
bas been growing so fast that Alan quarter. That would still leave a tidy 3.4 
Greenspan, chairman of the Fedt'l'al Re- l)t'rCent growth rate in the WI-with 
serve, has decided to slow it down. unemployment still low and prolits still 
bard. Civen 'the riorma1 Lags in mooc- strong. But su� the Fed overshoots 
wy policy, that means that when voters and slows growth to one-quarter of 
are making up their minds next Oct� what it was, producing a 1.5 l)t'rcent 
ber, they could be looking al an econo- grow1h rate by elt'Ction time. That 
my that's much weaker than the cutmlt would feel 1ikt a feeblt' economy, with 
blue-skies-and-sunshine version. risint unemployment and sagging prof-

There's an eerie similarity, in fact, be- its. Worse still, suppose the Fed slows 
tween the economic climate we may see the growth rate by 100 percent! That 
next fall and the sluggish 1990-91 ec:oo- would prodcce a recession. 
omy that helped get George Bush de- •Nobody can get it exactly right, and 
feated. Higher oil prices had people 

\

there's always aome risk,• says Fried­
worrying about inflation. then as now. man. 
The Fed had been pumping the interest• New pressure for Greenspan to hit 
rate brake, then as now. For Gore now, the brakes could come soon. when the 
as for Bush back then. it must look like )February unemployment nte is in­
the curse ofGrttnspan. !creased. Some economists expect it will 

Greenspan has alrndy raised inter- drop below 4 pm:mt- happy <level­
est rates four times since June 30 in his opment for wortceB but a scary one for 
attt'mpt to slow the economy, but the Greenspan, who worries that tight labor 
medicine hasn't worked yet. He told marlcds will triaer a new round ol

Congress this month that putting on the waft"1)USh inflation. 
brakes"seemsmorepres&ill(today than Could the Fed's ti,titening trigger■ 
it did earlier; and the financial markets full-blown recession? Martin Feldstein, 
are convinced that now be really means the Harvard ecooomist who heads the 
business. National Bureau of Economic Resean:h. 

The Fed will almosl certainly boost doubts it will happen. "When I look at 
rates when the Open Market Commit- the hi!>tory or downturns, it's I question 
tee meets March 21, and the bond mar- of ovcrtigbleninf by the Fed in a weak 
krt is expecting a bif half.point jump. ecooomy; be aays. What Greenspan is 
Moreover, the markets t'XJ)t'Ct that doing now, says Feldstein. is mild tight­
Greenspan will keep nwng rates until 1enin( in a strong economy. Still, he au­
it's clear the ecooomy bas in fact ;tions. in economics "anything's pos.-
slowed. sible." 

We're probably near a peak in the I ' The Democrats just have to hope that
business cycle, in other words. For the Greenspan gets it right--appl)'Uli just 
rest of the )Ur, the rate ol growth will moogh ol a squeeze, but not too much. 
be beading down. and no ooe can be Wbeo I inte:rviewed President Ointon 
sure how steep the de.dine will be. about the economy Thunday, be said 
Greenspan doesn't want to trigger a re- bttezily that ht' thouiht the Fed chair­

cession. of c:ouree. Thc problem is that man was "trying lo find a way to fine 
in ecooomics. smooth transitions and tune it, to keep it foinf ... (and find) 
careful adjustments mainly happen in the best way to keep this thing rocking 
the textbooks. In real life. policymakers alon,. • 
almost always overshoot or undershoot That's n,bt, isn't it Mr. Greenspan? 
their targets. 1J7, 't iJ.' Because if it turns out the econ-

EcooomistJ say the normal lag for omy is beading south in October, tht're 
monetary pollcy lo take effect is about are going to be some unhappy Demo­
six months. That means this month's crats wbo've lostthe issue theybopedto 
Fed rate increases will really bite into win on. 
the economy by September and Octo-
her. And if the financial markets contin-
ue their recent slide. the effects could be 1 quicker and ahan,er. • •
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