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Introduction


Much of the debate about social vouchers focuses on the important instrumental question of the extent to which the adoption of school vouchers can improve the quality of public education.


The argument for increased efficiency and impact in educating students is often juxtaposed against maintaining the right relationship between church and state. We would like to be able to take advantage of the apparently superior capacity of parochial schools to teach reading and writing to children, but do not want to violate constitutional prohibitions against the establishment of religion.


The debate thus falls into a familiar form: utilitarian and practical interests on one side of the debate, principled ideas on the other.


It is worth spending some time looking at the bases of both these arguments.

I. The Efficiency Argument

The basic argument for the "efficiency" of vouchers rests on two slightly different ideas that are often joined together.

The first idea emphasizes the real productivity gains in teaching children to read, write and do sums that could come from setting up a competitive market for schools. If individuals can choose what school to go to, schools will have to compete for students to be able to survive. Competition among suppliers will produce innovations in teaching techniques that will improve the quality and cost-effectiveness of instruction in achieving this basic and universal goal of education. Those schools that have superior educational techniques will flourish, and educate an increasingly larger proportion of the students. Those schools that do not work as well will fall be the way, and no longer waste the students time, or the taxpayers and parents money.

The second idea emphasizes the importance of allowing each individual student to get the particular form of education they desire. This could be viewed as more efficient for two slightly different reasons. On one hand, it could be viewed as more efficient in the sense that each "customer" (student, parent, or combination thereof) gets the particular kind of education they want. If school performance is evaluated primarily in terms of 'customer" or client satisfaction, then meeting heterogeneous demands for education will improve educational output. On the other hand, one could assume that if individuals got the education they wanted, their ability to learn to read and write would go up. They wouldn't have to put up with a pedagogic technique ill-suited to their particular interests and capabilities; they could find one that made learning easiest and most fulfilling to them.

Both of these ideas may be true. And both may be important. And together they might fully justify a shift to a voucher system.

II. Efficiency in The Achievement of Collective Purposes or the Satisfaction of Individual Desires

An important issue that gets blurred over in the general enthusiasm for the manifold benefits that  "choice" (supported by publicly financed vouchers) could bring to the educational world, however, is a deeply troubling issue: namely, exactly what is it that constitutes a higher quality education, and who gets to decide that important value question. It is worth noting that in the brief discussion of "efficiency" above, we were implicitly shifting back and forth between two different ways of defining what constitutes a quality education. When we were talking about the "efficiency" that competition among suppliers produces, we were implicitly assuming that there was a relatively homogenous output of an educational system that either the society as a whole was seeking to bring about, or that all individuals who participated in the system as clients agreed constituted a high quality educational system. 

To a certain degree, this is probably true. Surely one outcome that everyone wants from and educational system is the ability to teach students to read, to write, to do arithmetic, to read charts and graphs, to learn how to search for new information, etc. As citizens, we want this for our fellow citizens so that they can become resourceful and effective partners in the cause of democratic governance. As parents we want this for our children. As children, we may not exactly want the education now, but our parents tell us we will be grateful for this later, and we sort of believe them. Besides, what else would we do with ourselves while we are waiting the very long time that it currently takes children to reach the stage where they are allowed and trusted to take their place as adults who can earn a living, vote in elections, and start families? 

When we talk about the other kind of efficiency, however -- the kind that is associated with giving individual clients of the system (parents or children) the precise kind of education they want -- we have implicitly relaxed the assumption that there is a homogeneous demand for educational results. We have assumed, instead, that individuals might differ from one another not only in terms of the kind of educational process they want, but also in the kind of educational results they get. Some people want a classical liberal arts education; other people want something that is "more relevant" and more consistent with the demands of modern life. Some people want to expand and discipline their minds; others want to have an important social development experience. Etc. By giving individuals right to choose, then, we might not only increase their commitment to learning the things that society as a whole wanted them to learn, but also allow individuals to redefine what the goals of education should be. 

This may also be fine. And, it is worth noting, that we already allow those who are wealthy enough to opt out of the public educational system to seize this option. (Or nearly so. Even private schools have to be accredited by the state and approved as providing an appropriate kind of education that meets the educational standards we have imposed on all citizens of the society.) But it is certainly worth noticing the difference between a situation where the society as a whole decides what educational output is desired, and then embraces vouchers as an effective means for achieving that collectively defined result on one hand, and a situation where society as a whole decides that education is important, taxes itself to provide the funds for supporting education, and then allows individuals to decide what constitutes a desired educational result. The issue here is not just one of the difference between "one size fits all" and "tailored approaches" to education; it is also an issue of collective versus individual judgements about what the goals of publicly financed education should be. Let's look at this point in somewhat greater detail.

The powerful idea of the market (which gives the idea of vouchers much of its intellectual and political force) is based fundamentally on the idea that the best person to decide what constitutes value (as a matter of efficiency if not of justice) is the individual customer. In this conception, the customer:

· Knows what they want

· Will work hard to find what they want (by searching across many firms)

· Will work hard to persuade a supplier to produce what they want

These conditions, in the presence of competing suppliers of educational services, will force schools to be more responsive to what the individual customers want. The higher degree of responsiveness, in turn, will increase the value or impact of the educational services. This effect occurs either because increased client satisfaction is what we mean by higher educational quality (the individual client is the best arbiter of value); or because we believe that giving people choice is instrumentally valuable to what we really want -- namely, improved socially defined outcomes that may or may not differ from what individual clients want (the society is the best arbiter of value, particularly when public funds are being spent, and when the well-being of society as a whole depends on the decisions being made rather than individual welfare.)

III. Who Defines the Value of Publicly Financed or Required Education?


It should be obvious, I think, that there are many interesting things to consider in this more fully developed version of the assumptions/claims/conditions under which we can expect vouchers to produce results. But for the moment, I want to emphasize one key issue: namely, who does the valuing of the educational output.


In one case (the standard market model), the individuals who are the clients of the educational system do the valuing. In the other case (the social welfare model), the collective does the valuing.


Obviously, this is not a problem if they value they same things. If this were true, we would simply be deploying the zeal of the parents and their children as an important instrument in achieving a public goal, and the public and private goals would be the same.


If the goals for education differ, however, then problems can arise. The collective can end up paying for a result that it cannot be sure of receiving. It turns out that the collective doesn't really like giving all that much freedom to clients. That is why the collective establishes a rule that says that food stamps can't be used to buy alcohol. The collective's purpose in providing food stamps is to protect citizens from starvation. We imagine that is their purpose, too, and therefore that there won't be a conflict. If, however, the client prefers alcohol to food, a problem arises. Then, the collective has to decide between the goal of satisfying the client (who says he wants alcohol) and the goal of achieving the collectively desired result (ensuring the health of those who cannot afford enough to eat). Routinely, when the public is spending its money, it decides to satisfy its own collectively defined purposes rather than the desires of the client. In that moment, part of what was viewed as beneficial about vouchers (namely, the right to choose according to one's own interests and values) is undermined. The efficiency that we associate with giving to individuals exactly what they want rather than what we want for them is to some degree abandoned.


The idea that we attach strings to the expenditure decisions of those to whom we give public money is one method for keeping collectively defined public purposes alive and powerful in a program that basically turns collective resources over to individuals. But there is another way as well.  That other way operates on the supply side of the system rather than the demand side. Instead of conditioning individual choice with public purposes, it frees individuals to choose, but asks them to select from a more limited menu. The limited menu consists of "accredited" schools -- schools that are committed to and capable of achieving the public purposes as well as what the parents want. But as soon as we use this method to ensure that the public purposes are protected when public money is being spent, we undermine the other kind of efficiency we associate with market mechanisms; namely, the encouragement that is given to schools to innovate. As soon as some accrediting process exists (and particularly if it focuses in processes rather than results), then some room for experimental innovation is lost, and with that, some of the efficiency gains we imagined might be forthcoming. If the accreditation became sufficiently exacting, we could end up with the same kind of bureaucratic rigidities that we sought to escape.


In this respect, then, the principles of collective valuation, and the methods that the collective uses to be sure that its purposes are achieved and not subverted, are always to some degree in tension with the principles of individual valuation and the methods that allow individual preferences to drive through the system. That tension can be managed, but it cannot be eliminated. And it is important to understand the difference between social evaluation on one hand, and individual valuation on the other; and individual choice as a means to the end of achieving social results on one hand, and individual choice as means of substituting individual for collectively defined social purposes.

IV. The Collective's Interest in the Quality and Character of Publicly Required and Supported Education.


It is at this stage that one must return to the question of what exactly is public about education. If there is always this tension, perhaps the best way to resolve it is simply to shift the entire system away from the public sector, and let individuals decide for themselves how much and what kind of education they want. 


The first answer to that question is that there is public money in the system, and where there is public money being spent, public purposes must be achieved. We can argue with one another about what those purposes are, and what are the best ways of achieving them. But the point is that we have to have this collective discussion and reach some kind of agreement if we are to spend our public funds. We aren't satisfied if we simply turn our money over to individuals to use for whatever purposes they have in mind. We had a particular purpose in mind when we taxed ourselves and made the decision to spend this money on education. (We may have made the mistake in the past of assuming that the best way of being sure that we got what we wanted was to rely on government organizations and employees to produce what we wanted to buy, and to insist that individual clients attend schools in their neighborhoods. But we at least had the advantage of being able to direct and control what we wanted to produce rather than leaving the choices up to individuals.) 

In principle, however, the fact that public money is involved is not decisive. We could have decided not to publicly subsidize education. Why not go all the way and privatize the financing and the valuation of the educational product as well as its production?

The short answer to that question is that we citizens have always thought we had something important at stake in education. Indeed, we thought it was so important that we used the authority of the state to require people to go to school long before we provided the public means to ensure that those who couldn't meet this obligation on their own could do so. More recently, we have put a huge amount of public money into education at all levels, and kept in place requirements that obligated all citizens to become educated (or at least go to school of some kind).

Part of our interest is economic. We all benefit from a strong economy. We believe that education contributes to a strong economy. We also benefit if each member of the society can make a useful economic contribution. Education is one of the important ways in which individuals prepare themselves to be economically resourceful and self-reliant. In these respects, education has always seemed publicly and collectively as well as privately and individually important.

But our interest is not only economic; it is also social and political. We think that we are dependent enough on the values and commitments and capabilities of our fellow citizens that we would like to be sure that we can live in reasonably good company. We think that the effective exercise of democracy and the doing of self-government requires some basic skills and commitments that we need to be able rely on every citizen in the society having, or our ability to make and achieve good and just public policy will undermined.

And, for some, education is a primary good, a necessary condition for a good individual life, and one that a just society would establish as a right, and seek to ensure for everyone regardless of ability to pay (and regardless of their desire for it!). Indeed, one could see this as a particularly important right on grounds that the justice of many of our institutions depend on the idea that individuals had relatively equal opportunities to develop themselves and their talents. If that is not true, then the results delivered by the market economy, our democratic political processes, and our justice system are undermined. 

These collective interests in ensuring more or less universal access to minimum levels of education for all citizens have been sufficient for us to use the collectively owned assets of the state -- public authority and public tax dollars -- both to require parents and children to spend time and effort on education, and to provide the default means for accomplishing these goals at public expense.

IV. The Costs and Benefits of a Collective Choice Defining Quality Education, and a System of Public Rather than Private Accountability for Educators

One important consequence of the fact that we use public assets to require and provide for the education of our children is that we are forced to have a collective discussion about why and for what particular purposes education is important. Because public resources are at stake, we have to talk about how much to spend, in what ways, for what purposes. And we have to have that conversation in a public context where arguments are made about what is in the public interest. It is in that conversation that we do the work of defining our collective interests in education (including the simple and important idea that there is no public interest other than the interests that individual parents and students have in educational results).

To some, of course, the fact that we have to have this collective discussion is the problem not the solution. That collective process is nothing more than politics, and political processes are notorious for their inability to produce clear conclusions and to create conditions for many different kinds of corruption. The institutions that are created to implement the public will turn out to be monuments to mediocrity that depend on a one size fits all solution to the heterogeneous problem of educating each individual child to the greatest degree possible. It is the system that denies requires individuals to attend particular schools and denies them the freedom to go to a better school, or one that is better suited to their interests. That is why it is important to shift to a voucher system -- to let the individuals whose interests are most affected -- the parents and the students -- to choose for themselves what educational experience they want. Even though we have to make a public choice to fund public education at a particular level (determined by the size of the voucher we give to each parent with an eligible child), after the collective makes that basic decision, it steps out of the picture, and allows individuals to choose what they want, and forces the schools to meet those expectations and demands, not those of the collective that are so imperfectly created and transmitted through the political/governmental process, and which might in any case be less efficient in educating children than a process that gave parents and children more choice and more control over their educational destinies. 

To others, however, (me included) that collective process is neither the problem, nor the solution to the problem of efficiently educating children. It is a necessary part of collective decision-making that has to occur when we decide that there is an important public purpose to be pursued using the resources of the state, or when, for some reason or another, state owned resources are suddenly being used to accomplish a particular result. In a democracy, whenever public assets are being deployed, there has to be a political agreement encoded in legislation or public policy or bureaucratic rules, that says what the purposes are that are to be achieved, and what methods may be used to achieve those goals.

That collective discussion may create a basis for demanding accountability from educators and schools that is different but potentially no less effective than the kind of accountability that is generated by giving parents the right to choose schools for their kids. It is the kind of accountability that a collective can demand when its money is being spent to achieve particular results in particular ways. Indeed, this system of political accountability as opposed to consumer accountability might more reliably achieve the goals of the collective than the free choices made by those whose choices are subsidized by the state.

The challenge in all these cases would be to construct an urgent, focused, collective demand for quality education, and to use that collective process to produce accountability and performance with respect to the goals that we set, and that defined our collective vision of quality education. 

[The collective discussion of education may also help accomplish other important purposes that will knit our society together and allow us to develop the kind of social capital we need to imagine and jointly create a just and prosperous society.)

The current debate systematically avoids the important collective choice to be made about what constitutes a quality education -- either assuming that this is already known and obvious, and/or that what constitutes a quality education is best decided by the parents and the kids. The argument for vouchers relies a great deal on the imagined benefits of the market in delivering a high quality educational product to the consumers who want it. What is underplayed in this debate is that deciding the important question of what constitutes a better education for citizens in a democratic society is a choice made by the collective -- not just individuals. That collective discussion is important not only to remind ourselves of just why we think it is important to use the authority and money of the state, but also to define the specific results that would justify or measure the value of our public efforts to encourage, demand, and provide public education. That collective discussion may be important in producing some important social results that the voucher system will fail to produce (for example, the provision of quality education to those who do not want it, and do not think they will benefit from it; or the provision of an education that allows all of us to live and work in the same society because we understand its values and its institutions and its particular conceptions of justice.

V. The Impact of Shifting to a Voucher System on the Long Run Level and Distribution of Educational Services and Opportunity Across the Society

One last point is worth making. Even with a voucher system, we are going to have to have at least one collective discussion: namely, how big the voucher will be, and who will be eligible to receive it. It is one thing to have that conversation when we are thinking about the value of education for our collective purposes, and figuring out the best means of supplying a quality education. It is quite another to have that discussion in the context of general tax and expenditure decisions where the decision to increase or decrease the average size of the educational voucher is calculated in terms of its net impact on our budget deficit. In that context, it is hard to imagine that the commitment to choice won't ultimately extend to the curriculum that seems best, and the school that one will attend, but also to the size of the public subsidy we give to parents with school aged children. Having decided that we trust parents with the choice of the kind of education, why wouldn't we also trust them with the choice about how much to spend? We will certainly allow parents to spend more than their voucher on education if they choose to do so. And if lots of middle class and wealthy parents can use their voucher as a base for their educational expenses, and then top those expenditures off with their own spending for their own purposes, won't there be pressures to reduce or hold steady the public subsidy for education? That eventually will affect the overall level and distribution of educational opportunity in the society, and that effect may be at least as important as the expectation that new educational technologies will emerge from the mechanisms of choice.

