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STATES MAKE THE
TOUGH CHOICES
D

uring his visit to America in the 1830s,
Alexis de Tocqueville noted "that
equality of condition is the fundamental
fact from which all others seem to be
derived." The principle of an "equalitarian
society" lies at the heart of American
politics and the social fabric of our society.
The recently announced intentions of
Hillary Clinton and Barack Obama are proof
positive that "anyone can grow up to be
President."

Sadly, their candidacies represent another
trend: a federal government that has hung
a "gone campaignin'" sign on its doors
and abrogated the hard work that a
representative democracy requires to forge
a national consensus on key issues. At a
national level, there seems to be little or
no accountability other than to party
politics. Ours is a Senate that can't even
agree together to debate the most serious
problem facing the nation today—
America's continued military presence in
Iraq—let alone those that bear on the
average citizen's ability to raise a family
and pass "the American dream" onto their
children: access to a quality education,
earning a 'living wage,' a just immigration
policy and affordable health care.
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Out of the glare of cameras and TV talk
shows, however, the nation's state
legislatures seem to be doing just that:
thinking about and making the tough
choices needed to formulate and translate
public policy into demonstrable results.
This edition of PT reports on a number of
the thoughtful programs that California
state representatives have initiated to
address these issues.
All of which leaves us to ponder: if the
national government cannot fulfill its
responsibilities in a federal system, and the
states are, indeed, the governments making
the hard decisions, then maybe its time
that the states take a less passive role in
the partnership.
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TODAY IN POLICY HISTORY
FEBRUARY 5, 1937
FDR's 'COURT PACKING' PLAN

POLICY TODAY

President Franklin Roosevelt, frustrated with the
Supreme Court's rejection of his new deal legislation,
announced a plan to increase the number of
Supreme Court judges. His proposed plan would have
allowed the president to appoint one new justice to
any federal court whenever one of the sitting justices
reached the age of 70.
Facing intense opposition from members of his own
party for his apparent affront to the separation of
powers, his plan to "pack the court" was defeated.
Retirements and deaths took their toll on the Supreme
Court, however, and Roosevelt ultimately appointed
eight justices to the bench between 1937 and 1941.

sets forth in
the belief that individuals can
and do make a difference, and
that principled decision
making lies at the heart of
republican democracy.
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FEBRUARY 21, 1972

FORWARD TO A FRIEND

NIXON'S VISIT TO CHINA
After two decades of official silence between
China and the United States, President Richard
Nixon took an unprecedented diplomatic step
on this day in 1972 as he stepped into Air Force
One bound for Beijing.
Seeking to allay Cold War tensions with the
communist country, Nixon's trip followed an
earlier secret visit by National Security Adviser
Henry Kissinger. The visit would mark the first
step toward normalized relations between the
two countries and one of Nixon's greatest
diplomatic triumphs before his ignominious
departure from the White House.
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AN
EQUALITARIAN
SOCIETY?
"We're not really sure what we mean by
equality, we just know we like it."
by Kathy Finn

I

n the more than two centuries since the nation's
Founders declared that "all men are created
equal," what exactly they had in mind has sparked
a civil war, a social revolution, and an ever-present
debate over where equality ends and liberty begins.
Notions of rights and equality have intermingled
and often are invoked to justify growing public
demands on government. Programs such as Social
Security, federal deposit insurance, Medicare and
even the Federal Emergency Management Agency
are some of most notable results of increasing
public reliance on government for to make amends
for "the invisible hand" of unbridled competition"
The institution of a federal minimum wage and
laws aimed at assuring certain health care benefits
to low-income families are among many attempts
government has made to legislate improved living
conditions for certain groups in order to bring them
closer to parity with others.
Vo l / 4| N o / 2
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Irish family at Ellis Island, anticipating a future in America (circa 1905).

"The question is, what constitutes
equality?"
But a scramble to fulfill rising public expectations
inevitably encounters cold reality: How can
government afford to provide such protections to
all citizens in equal measure? And why has
government assumed the role of "equalizer" in

situations where some citizens are better off than
others?
"At the time of the founding of the nation, the notion
of equality was inextricably bound up with the
notion of natural rights. Everybody had them, and
the key was to allow people to exercise them," says
Joseph Kobylka, a Southern Methodist University
political science professor widely regarded for his
writings on the Constitution, the U.S. Supreme Court
POLICY TODAY | February 21, 2007
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and the evolution
of American political thought.
"As society has
become more complex, and as material differences
have increased,
other dimensions
of equality that
were not part of the
original American
stew have come to
the fore, and we
Professor Joseph Kobylka
have to come to
grips with that," he says. "Is it meaningful to say
that somebody growing up in a slum is equal to or
has the same opportunity as somebody growing
up in a wealthy suburb? The question wasn't
relevant in the time of the Framers."
Kobylka believes most people are "fundamentally
confused" about the meaning of equality because
the concept itself is confused. "Ask somebody, 'Do
you believe in equality?' and they'll say, 'Absolutely,'
" he explains. "The question is, what constitutes
equality?"
Some people view it "procedurally," as the right to
vote or get a job, he says, while others believe it
refers to equality of material things such as
housing or food. Still others put the focus on
equality of opportunity to exercise freedoms or
improve their lot.
Vo l / 4| N o / 2
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Legislating equality
Wide-ranging definitions of equality tend to
complicate discussions of important issues,
Kobylka says.
"The confusion conditions the tenor of debates on
issues like public education, affir-mative action,
the provision of health care, and even the
immigration issue," he says. "The problem is, each
side or the various sides are sure they know exactly
what equality means, but since they define it

"Insurance in general and health care in
particular can't work (properly) using the
traditional market economics."
differently, they end up talking past one another
and it becomes more difficult to get
things done."
Lawmakers across the country can attest to that,
particularly as they grapple with increasingly heated
issues in areas such as health care and education.
In Massachusetts, a sweeping new health care law
will take effect this summer requiring health
insurance coverage for all citizens. The law puts a
substantial chunk of the program's cost on
employers, including small businesses.
State Senator Richard Moore (D-Uxbridge), who
co-chairs the legislature's Joint Committee on Health
Care Financing, says supporters of the bill faced
opposition from some who believe that health care

market forces
"should be left
alone" and that
individuals should
be responsible
not only for their
own health but for
their own health
coverage.
"That is just not
realistic in our
c u r r e n t
economy," Moore
says. "Insurance
in general and
health care in
MA State Sen. Richard Moore
particular can't
work (properly) using the traditional market
economics."
Moore points out that some people, because of
ethnic or cultural factors, or even because of their
age or where they live, do not have equal access
to quality care. "It really requires that government
step in," he says.
Does every citizen of the United States have a right
to expect the best health care?
"Absolutely," Moore says. He adds that while
individuals must take responsibility for keeping
themselves healthy and for paying "within their
means" for needed care, employers and
government both have a role in "bridging the gaps."
POLICY TODAY | February 21, 2007
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That idea is certain
to spark debate in
California's
legislature
as
lawmakers ponder
a similarly broad
health care plan
recently proposed
by Gov. Arnold
Schwarzenegger.
California Assemblyman
Chuck
DeVore (R-Irvine)
criticizes the plan
on at least two
counts — that it will
increase taxes on
CA Assemblyman Chuck
De Vore
businesses and it
will extend expensive benefits to illegal immigrants.
"Anytime you have someone saying, 'You work, and
I will eat off of your labor,' that is not fair," DeVore
says. "The poor man does not have a claim on the
rich man's labor."
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Noting that U.S. health care spending now
constitutes 14 percent of the nation's gross
domestic product, DeVore blames the soaring costs
largely on "government interference" in
the health care marketplace.
"You have people who have perhaps made bad
choices in terms of personal habits, such as
smoking, alcohol and being overweight, and then
government provides them a safety net. How do
you ration a valuable commodity when there's no
cost ascribed to the people?"
Wisconsin's voucher program
As emotional as debates over access to health care
have become, the issues may pale in comparison

"I think it's just that people a lot of times vote
with their hearts and not their minds."

DeVore takes issue with the proposition that health
care is a fundamental right and everyone should
have equal access.

to the battles unfolding in many states over public
education. While parents generally consider
decisions about their children's schooling to be
uniquely personal choices, they differ sharply over
the matter of affording all U.S. children equal
opportunities to receive a quality education.

"That's fine for revolutionary France around 1800,
but that's 'Liberté, egalité, fraternité,'" he says,
referring to the motto of the French republic. "We
were founded on the principles of life, liberty and
the pursuit of happiness. … it's not about equality
of outcome but equality of opportunity."

Complicating the discussion is the poor quality of
public education systems in many states. Recently,
moves to fund vouchers that less affluent families
could use to send their kids to better schools —
including private and parochial schools — have
sparked fierce debate.

Vo l / 4| N o / 2
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Wisconsin
state
Representative
Annette Polly Williams
(D-Milwaukee)
authored the bill that
in 1990 launched a
school
voucher
system in Milwaukee,
the first such program
in the countr y. "I
referred to it as a
parental
choice
program because it WI Rep. Annette Polly
was about parents Williams
having the right to make a decision based on the
needs of their children," she says.
"Parents with money have always been able to put
their child into a good school or move into a
neighborhood where there are good public schools.
Our legislation was to empower families that don't
have the funds to help their children get a good
education," Williams says.
The Milwaukee program kicked off with just $3
million of state funding and six schools
participating. Today its budget is almost $100
million and the program has a roster of more than
100 schools. While the numbers may seem an
indicator of success, some people, including
recently elected state Representative Cory Mason
(D-Racine), aren't applauding.
"My problem with the voucher program is that it
actually takes money away from an already

POLICY TODAY | February 21, 2007
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challenged school district. Every time a child goes
into the voucher program, it's about $38,000 less
for the public school children," he says.
Mason wants the state to focus on better ways to
measure achievement and force accountability in
the public schools as a step toward ensuring that
all the schools deliver quality.
As to whether it is possible to provide all students
with equal educational opportunities, he says: "It's
a constitutional mandate, so we have to succeed.
A democracy can't sustain itself—pragmatically,
you can't sustain a state or a city—if you don't
succeed at this."
Washington's living wage
As the nation has struggled to live up to ideals of
educational equality for its children, government
has made repeated attempts to equalize economic
conditions among adults as well. For several
decades, both federal and state governments have
used minimum wage legislation as a tool in this
effort. Over the years, some states that felt the
federal minimum wage wasn't keeping pace with
workers' needs legislated their own, higher
minimums.
The state of Washington, for example, today
requires employers to pay entrylevel workers at
least $7.93 an hour, the highest rate in the nation
and far above the $5.15 per hour federal
minimum. In addition, the Washington legislature
recently amended its law to provide an annual wage
adjustment based on the rate of inflation.
Vo l / 4| N o / 2
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New Orleans and New York: Are All Disaster Victims Created Equal?
The images of New Orleans that splashed
across television screens in the last days of
August 2005 are hard to forget. With each
hour that passed after Hurricane Katrina
struck the city, the world learned more about
the tragedy still unfolding there. Portions of
the city's first line of defense against floods
- concrete walls designed and built by the
U.S. Army Corps of Engineers - had given
way. New Orleans was submerged.
For the unlucky thousands trapped for days
in the downtown area without food, medical
care or rescue, shock and fear bubbled into
outrage. "This is America!" some shouted
into the TV cameras as they paced in front
of shelters. "Why won't somebody help
us!"
Almost 18 months later, New Orleans'
shock has worn off, but anger still simmers.
A few hold local and state leaders blameless
for the city's slow recovery. But local leaders
lay primary responsibility for the flood on
the federal government, and they complain
that New Orleans had to beg Washington
for a commitment of $10 billion in aid for
recovery.
State and local leaders point out that in
2001 the federal government was quick to

dispatch $8 billion to New York City after
terrorists crashed commercial airliners into
the World Trade Center. Why, they ask,
does government drag its feet in
addressing the massive disaster in New
Orleans?
Local attorney Walter Leger, a member of
the Louisiana Recovery Authority board,
raised the issue this month in Washington
before the House Financial Services
Committee. "We're victims of the worst
natural disaster in U.S. history, and we're
being treated differently," he said.
Some locals, including Mayor C. Ray
Nagin, attribute the perceived sluggish
governmental response to a "class" bias.
State Sen. Charmaine Marchand (D-New
Orleans), takes it a step further. "I think
it's not only class, but race. We're a
majority African-American city," she says.
Whether or not Marchand's accusation
of racial bias is accurate, her expectations
of government are widely shared.
"Our citizens pay taxes to the federal
government, just like everyone else," she
says. "The most logical thing to expect is
that when you are in the most dire need,
they will come to your aid."
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WI Rep. Cory Mason

State Representative
Steve Conway (DTacoma),
who
chairs the House
Commerce
and
Labor Committee,
says the move was a
no-brainer. "Equality
of opportunity is a
fundamental
American right," he
says. "The minimum
wage is a beginning
point for equal
opportunity. It's a
first step on the
ladder."

But in Missouri, which increased its minimum
wage to $6.50 an hour as of Jan. 1, state Senator
John Loudon (R-Ballwin) strongly disagrees.
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Is the action a sign that
political leaders are
increasingly willing to
inter vene
in
the
marketplace in the name
of equality?
"I think it's just that
people a lot of times
vote with their hearts
and not their minds,"
says Loudon.

Which may explain precisely why lawmakers and
many other leaders will continue using broad
interpretations of the word "equality" to justify a
broad spectrum of political, social and economic
initiatives. As political scholar Kobylka puts it, "We're
not really sure what we mean by equality, we just
know we like it."

MI State Sen. John Loudon

About Kathy Finn
Kathy Finn is a freelance journalist and writer
living in New Orleans.

Check out Policy Today's home on the Web at
www.policytoday.com!

Loudon and other opponents were particularly
disturbed by a provision in the new law that
indexes the wage to inflation.
"I think it is very dangerous to pass legislation that
attempts to manipulate the marketplace," he says.
"I'm a huge believer in equalizing opportunities,
but it's dangerous to try to equalize outcomes."

A Principled Perspective
on Practical Politics

Nonetheless, it appears that the momentum has
shifted nationally behind a higher federal
minimum wage. In recent weeks, both houses of
Congress passed versions of a wage bill that will
raise the minimum to $7.15 an hour.
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CONTRIBUTORS TO THIS ISSUE

Legal Principles: Our Criminal Justice System

Kathy Finn

The protagonists of our criminal justice system—police,
lawyers and judges—appear only in the final stages of
a story that has begun years before in a broken home,
a failed educational system or communal neglect.

Kathy Finn is an accomplished freelance journalist from
New Orleans. Her work has appeared in several
national and regional publications.

In the March 1st issue of Policy Today, hear what
legislators and peace officers across the country are
saying about prison reform, mandatory sentencing,
rehabilitation programs and more.

Donna Jackel
Donna Jackel is a freelance journalist living in
Rochester, New York. Her work on women's issues,
health, history and social justice appears regularly in
publications across the country.
Featured Legislators
* Kansas State Senator John Vratil
* Arkansas State Senator Jimmy Jeffress
* Indiana Representative Gregory Porter
NCSL Issue Specialists
* Brian Weberg
* Heather Grinager
* Sara Vitaska
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"WE'VE GOT TO BE ADAPTABLE"
What does California Assemblywoman
Betty Karnette know about education?
More than most people, after more than 30
years as a classroom math and science
teacher. PT talks to her about equality in
education.
PT: The United States' public education system
has long been considered the "great equalizer" in
our society, providing opportunities to even the least
fortunate citizens who have the ambition to learn.
How do you think the political principle of equality
is manifest in our educational policies today?
Karnette: I think policymakers in California and
across the country want the education system to
reflect these essential social ideals. I think we're
on the right track with the way we address
equality, but I don't think we've done it just yet.
We've got to fine-tune our standards and
accountability measurement, but we also have
to look at the complexity of our communities.
Policymakers and teachers alike need to realize
that people have different needs. For the system
to be effective, it has to recognize that without
giving up accountability and standards.
PT: What are some ways to ensure equality in our
education system while recognizing these
differences?
Vo l / 4| N o / 2
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Karnette: First, we should look at improving the
quality and number of counselors to work with
our kids. If you don't have someone capable of
figuring out what our students' different needs
are, you can't address them. It takes people—
human interaction—to do it. There are a lot of
needs that can't be measured by standardized
tests.
PT: Do you think our educational policies are ever
distorted by an unrealistic view of "equality," in the
sense that one type of education is viewed as
"unequal" or inferior to another? There seems to
be a heavy onus placed on college preparatory
education versus technical or vocational programs.
Karnette: It's interesting to look at the question
that way. "Equality," in my opinion, is really about
equal access opportunity. Not all students even

"For non-college-bound students,
'equality' really means access to work that
you can do, or a job that you really want."
need a university degree. One of my colleagues
in the legislature was recently talking about his
kids; one is a teacher and the other is in
construction. Now, the one in construction is
doing very well—financially, he's doing even better
than the teacher. Are they unequal? Not at all.
So for non-college-bound students, "equality"
really means access to work that you can do, or a

"Policymakers and teachers alike need to realize that
people have different needs."

job that you really want. That's why vocational
education is very important and shouldn't be
viewed as unequal.
I think our legislators are looking at it from the
right point of view. To ensure social equality, it
will really require improving career technical
education. I don't think anyone looks at it as
unworthy. The California Board of Education
adopted a bipartisan piece of legislation from
2002 that requires frameworks for career
technical education, just like we have in other
disciplines. They've specified the goals around
15 industry sectors, funding has been boosted
and I think we'll continue to provide more funding
as the programs continue.
PT: Few would argue against the goals of No Child
Left Behind, but an equal number of people are
extremely unhappy with the program's
implementation. Is there a better way to ensure
POLICY TODAY | February 21, 2007

12

<< Previous Page | Cover | Contents | Exit Full Screen | Search Issue | Print | Next Page >>

Q & A :

E D U C A T I O N A L

E Q U A L I T Y

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22

equality of education across all of our schools in
teaching children the basics they need to succeed?

funding and resources that kids need to compete
in the global marketplace.

Karnette: I definitely can't argue with that—we
need to set some standards. The problem is that
NCLB really gets into micromanaging and that's
the problem. Schools aren't always the same, and
schools across the nation need different things.
We had baseline standards in California long
before NCLB was even considered. We forced
schools to make annual, recorded progress. I
think that's good because you need to know if
people are making progress—you need to know
that the students are learning the basics. But if
the federal government is really concerned about
helping students, it's going to have to provide

We have a lot of unmet needs in our educational
system, and we need the funding to provide those
things. Yes, education costs more than it used
to, but so do houses, cars and other things. We
all know that the single most important factor in
providing kids with a quality education is the
teacher, and how do you get the best teachers?
PT: Pay them.
Karnette: That's right, and that takes money. Yes,
we need to spend money on keeping our schools
up to date technologically, but where students'
learning really begins is with language and
vocabulary. You can ask any
teacher and they'll tell you
the same thing.
PT: From your perspective
as a former teacher of 30
years, what do you think has
changed
most
significantly—for better or
for worse—in the way we
educate our kids?

"There are a lot of needs that can't be measured by standardized tests."
Vo l / 4| N o / 2
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Karnette: Well, I don't
think we're as flexible as we
once were, and that has
taken some of the
creativity away from
teachers. As I said before,
you have to have strong
language and vocabulary

skills, but you've got to be adaptable. In
California, we're so diverse that we have to be
able to adapt in order to provide kids with equal
opportunities for a strong education. We need
art, music, physical education and other
programs, but by becoming more structured,
we've taken away a lot of that flexibility that we
need.

"I don't think we're as flexible as we once
were, and that has taken some of the
creativity away from teachers."
PT: So, to maintain the level of flexibility we need
to equally address the different needs of students
and schools in California. Would you then say that
the federal government's best role would be
primarily as a resource provider?
Karnette: Yes, I think it has to be that way. States
have very different populations from one another,
and very different concerns. California, for
example, faces completely different challenges
than Alabama. The needs are just different, and
NCLB doesn't address that.
PT: Assemblywoman Karnette, thank you for your
time.
Betty Karnette represents California's 54 th
Assembly District. She serves on the Assembly
Committees on Appropriations; Insurance; Rules;
Transpor tation; Por ts; and the Ar ts,
Entertainment, Sports, Tourism and Internet
Media committee.
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DAN TATING
Math Teacher
Foothill High School
Palo Cedro, California

F

oothill is a school of
about 1,700 students, 89-92% of
which are Caucasian.
Although we aren't
ethnically diverse, our students have a fairly wide
range of economic circumstances.
We're well funded, but our district has done a good
job of handling its money as well. It has done a
good job with its teachers, and I don't think they're
afraid to fire teachers who aren't doing a good
job—even if they've been around for a while. The
facilities are top-of-the line and my classroom is
only two-years-old.
In the classroom, I'm facing the basic challenges
that teachers face anywhere: parental support and
student motivation. But I'm not dealing with huge
obstacles like teachers in some districts. Safety isn't
an issue at school, and when the kids are out of
school you generally feel comfortable with the
communities they live in. In a major urban area,
what are kids being exposed to when they're not
in school?
I think we could revisit the curriculum if we want
to make our system better. California is extremely
strict on what curriculum we can and can't give.
Vo l / 4| N o / 2
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Some of our standards aren't very clear, some are
arbitrary and others just don't make sense based
on what we're trying to teach.
Here's a good example of our mixed-up standards:
We have one of the highest Academic Performance
Index scores in Northern California, but only about
20-30% of our students are proficient in math.
How does that make sense, and what motivation
do these kids have to do well on standardized tests
that they aren't graded on? Teachers don't grade

the STAR test. We don't see the results until the
following year, but that's how our school's
performance is determined. What's the incentive
for kids to take it seriously? Furthermore, if the
lower-scoring kids move up a quartile, your school's
scores go up twice as much as if your upperechelon kids improve by a quartile. But that lower
group is generally comprised of kids who, for one
reason or another, aren't motivated to begin with.
So why would they be motivated to take a test that
has no bearing on their grades or anything else?
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AARON GARDNER
English Teacher
United for Success Academy
Oakland, California

T

he 200 kids at my school are about 90% freeand reduced-lunch students. The
demographics break down to about 68-70%
Latino, 15% African American and the rest Asian.
The toughest part of the job is handling the
problems the kids bring with them to school every
day. Junior high is going to be challenging
anywhere—every kid at that age is going to be
having his or her own issues—but in Oakland,
we're dealing with those issues, plus the fact that
the kid hasn't eaten anything in a couple days, or
their parents are in jail or something else. You have
to be a social worker, a teacher and a role model
all at once because so many other issues find their
way into the classroom.
Surprisingly, parental involvement at our school is
high. The difference is that there's no trust in the
system. If you invite the parents, they'll come. But
they haven't been invited systemically. It's not that
they aren't there for their kids—they are. The
problem is that they've gone to these schools, they
know what it was like there, they don't feel like
people are advocating for their kids. When given
the opportunity to come in and see that we're trying
to change that institutional culture, people
respond.
Vo l / 4| N o / 2
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If we had just sent out a letter that said "It's back
to school night," from the old school I worked at,
we'd see less than 10% of the parents. Now that
we've been actively reaching out to our students'
families, we're seeing closer to 85%. If you go out
and do some outreach, people are ready to step
up to the plate.

At my old school in Oakland, there was a lot of
money in the system. The problem is that it gets
earmarked for specific things. So, we would have
whatever they were focused on that year. If they
wanted us to have books, we would get new books,
even if we already had books. Meanwhile, our
bathrooms would be falling apart and our desks
were 20 years old and broken.

Some of our problems are structural, too. The
problem with No Child Left Behind is that
everything is a band-aid approach. If a kid's needs
aren't being met, the way they propose to fix it is
by buying this particular book, as if the book is
going to fix the problem and not better teachers.
It's impossible to be any kind of teacher—especially
a new teacher coming in—when you're handed a
book and told, "Teach this." You need experience
and flexibility to teach it effectively.

If I had a free hand to make some changes to the
system, the first things I would address would be
systemic. I'd put a lot of money toward getting
parents involved in their kids' school district,
because when you put resources and effort into
the community, the community gives back. I would
use it to attract quality teachers as well, instead of
buying more curriculum. The best curriculum in
the world isn't going to teach itself; you need good
teachers to do it.
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CALIFORNIA
DREAMING
Is raising the minimum wage the right
answer to the pain of poverty?
by Rebecca Adler

I

n the early years of capitalism, industries enjoyed
the government's laissez-faire attitude as profits
soared. It all came to a crashing halt during the
Great Depression, after which the government
increased regulations in an effort to provide some
sort of equality between employers and employees.
A national minimum wage was introduced in 1938
to bring the lowest wage earners out of poverty.
Throughout the years, and as recently as last
month in California, the minimum wage has
steadily increased. But the gap between the haves
and the have-nots continues.
Inflation is often cited as the minimum wage diluter,
and to some extent it is. But the problem is deeper
than inflation, according to a 2004 report by David
Neumark of the Public Policy Institute of California,
a nonpartisan research group.
Neumark says a mandated wage floor does not
work for two reasons, the first being that it is
essentially a tax on low-skilled labor. It discourages
Vo l / 4| N o / 2
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the use of low-skilled labor and results in job
losses to help pay the increases for other workers,
he writes.
Secondly, he says wage floors ineffectively target
low-income workers because many low-wage
workers are actually from high-income families.
Neumark's research has left him "skeptical" of
minimum wage, saying that additional policies may
be needed to help the most disadvantaged
workers.
But Assemblyman Jim Silva (R-Huntington Beach)
has a different solution.
Silva represents an area of California with one of
the highest living expenses, where a living wage is
estimated at $10 per hour, more than $2 above
the state wage. But increasing the local wage to
that level would have one of two outcomes — it
would either cause businesses to leave Orange
County or would cause the cost of living to further
increase, says Silva, vice chairman of the Assembly
Committee on Jobs, Economic Development and
the Economy.

"When people from Northern California
visit Orange County they expect their fast
food prices to be the same as at home."
"When people from Northern California visit Orange
County they expect their fast food prices to be the
same as at home," Silva says. "If those restaurants
want to stay in business they have to either raise

prices, lose employees or move
elsewhere." And
he says it would
be the same for
any company.
Instead of fighting
poverty with more
taxes on businesses, the longtime
educator recommends promoting
career education.
He says education
is the key to
reducing
the
income gap in CA Assemblyman Jim Silva
California because better education leads to better
jobs. Minimum wage, in theory, is meant to be an
entry-level wage, allowing the lowest skilled
workers to find employment then work their way
up in a corporation, Silva says.
The problem is that many workers don't have
access to vocational training to receive the job skills
necessary to move up, he says.
But he feels strongly that minimum wage is not
the answer.
"Any time the government steps in and puts more
regulations and more taxes on business it puts
California businesses at a disadvantage," he says,
"Especially if they have to compete with
other states."
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WANTED: TIMELY,
AFFORDABLE
HEALTH CARE
Emergency rooms bring equality to health
care: equality of the queue.
by Rebecca Adler
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system and costing the insured millions of dollars
each year.
State senators and assembly members are
clamoring to introduce health care reform bills for
review this year. Some call for single-payer,
universal health care, others seek to insure all
Californians.
They may not agree on what the best solution is,
but Democrats and Republicans agree a
sound policy should be patient-centered and
should increase people's ability to get timely,
affordable care.

lthough originally established to treat trauma
victims, emergency rooms today are
increasingly becoming the health provider of last
resort for the poor and uninsured.

"Sure, there's equality in the health care
system. We're all equal in the bad access
we have."

Regardless of their ability to pay, patients are given
a medical exam and are treated based on the
severity of their medical condition.

A solution seemed within reach last year, when SB
840, a universal health care plan, cleared the state
legislature. But Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger,
who introduced his own plan earlier this year,
vetoed it.

In this mode, emergency rooms have indeed
established an "equality of the queue" for those in
need—and the needy. But it's not the kind of
equality politicians speak of when they talk about
creating a new health care policy for Californians.
"Sure, there's equality in the health care system,"
says Senator George Runner (R-Antelope Valley).
"We're all equal in the bad access we have."
Runner and others believe reliance on emergency
rooms as clinics for treating the uninsured is
causing a breakdown in the health care
Vo l / 4| N o / 2
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As chairwoman of the State Senate Health
Committee, Sen. Sheila Kuehl (D-Los Angeles)
plans to re-introduce SB 840 this year. The bill
seeks to insure the 6.5 million uninsured
Californians by creating a state-run insurance plan,
which would reduce administrative costs and put
health care options back where she says they
belong—in the hands of patients and physicians.
But the health care debate in California may only
end when the question of who pays is answered,

CA Assemblyman Alan Nakanishi

says Assemblyman Alan Nakanishi (R-Lodi). In the
current system health care costs are spread among
taxpayers, businesses and insured citizens. Bills
already proposed this year seek to either raise taxes
or to move funds from other programs to pay for
health care.
Nakanishi says he is struggling to find a solution
with which he agrees. He worries requiring
businesses to pay more for health care will make
it difficult to keep companies in California.
Meanwhile, he knows many Californians are
already paying as much as they can, so additional
taxes or increased premiums could result in
additional uninsured residents.
Nakanishi says he thinks there are good proposals
available, but each should be studied more closely.
"We know we have a problem here," he says, "But
how to fix it, we don't know right now."
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DEFEATING CRIME
WITH CHOICE
"Creating opportunity for the poor comes down
to one word—'choice.'"
by Donna Jackel

G

enerations of policymakers have grappled with
how to provide children in low-income, highcrime neighborhoods a chance at a better life. But
are we looking at the problem the right way?
Washington State Senator Adam Kline (D-Seattle),
who represents some of the poorest and richest
citizens in the state, strikes a familiar note: "For
many kids, education is the only remaining way
out the cycle of poverty," Kline said. In this sense,
education remains "the great equalizer" of
American society.
So, apparently, believes Washington Governor Chris
Gregoire. She is pushing for spending increases
for the entire state education system, early
childhood through higher education, of about $2.4
billion compared to the previous budget. The
payoff will be smaller class sizes, more teachers
and higher salaries to attract high-caliber teachers,
Kline said.
Another proposed equalizer introduced by state
legislators is a constitutional amendment that
Vo l / 4| N o / 2

POLICY TODAY

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22

would authorize school levies and bonds to be
approved by a simple majority (50%, plus one) of
voters, rather than the current 60% supermajority
requirement.
"We want to change it to a simple majority because
we see it as an equalizer in a society that no longer
has the same upward mobility," Kline says.
"American society has become more stratified. We
have to make sure that K-12 prepares [poor]
children for further education. Then, we need to
fund higher education."
More funding for schools is great, but what does it
have to do with crime? This approach is "cost
effective in the extreme when you consider what
jail costs," says Kline.
The first line of defense against crime
Education is the first line of defense against crime,
agrees Texas State Senator Kel Seliger, (R-Amarillo).
"A well educated populace can make the most of
the opportunities we have."
But the citizenry must also be protected, he adds.
"We must crack down on crime," he says. "We have
no other choice to make our cities more livable."
The Texas state legislature recently held a joint
hearing on drug rehabilitation and diversionary
strategies to reduce recidivism. One goal, says
Seliger, is to have more prisoners undergo
substance abuse treatment before they are
released from the state penitentiary.

Fostering equality
Creating opportunity for
those who live in crimeridden neighborhoods all
comes down to one
word—"choice," believes
John Klofas, a professor
of Criminal Justice at the
Rochester Institute of
Technology in Rochester,
New York.
WA State Sen. Adam

"Highly concentrated Kline
poverty and racial isolation are the ingredients for
a high-crime neighborhood," he says. "We need
to give people choices about where they go to
school, work and live. We need to give them
choices and see how many take advantage of the
opportunity."
For example, in Rochester about 600 low-income
children attend suburban public schools through
an urban-suburban transfer program, but another
3,000 children are on a waiting list for the program.
In the city of Rochester, there are approximately
25 homicides per 100,000. Many of these
homicides are tied to the illegal drug trade. And
the lack of job opportunities—and hope—lead
some of the "best and brightest" who live in poor
neighborhoods to turn to selling drugs.
"Those people are trying to make it and are often
constrained by the structure of their community,"
Klofas says.
POLICY TODAY | February 21, 2007

18

<< Previous Page | Cover | Contents | Exit Full Screen | Search Issue | Print | Next Page >>

Q&A:

CRIME

AND

OPPORTUNITY

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22

"YOU CAN'T ACHIEVE
EQUALITY IF YOU DON'T
KNOW YOUR CHOICES."
Are climbing crime rates in our poorest
communities best solved with handcuffs
and prison terms, or does the problem stem
from growing inequality? Assemblywoman
Bonnie Garcia talks with PT about the best
way forward.
PT: You came from a difficult background—a large,
immigrant family living in the Lower East Side of
New York City—yet you've managed to succeed
personally, professionally and politically. What, in
your opinion, has allowed you to overcome those
obstacles and achieve your goals?
Garcia: Well, my grandparents came from Puerto
Rico in the 1950's. They were agricultural workers
and when the work in the fields dried up, they
joined the mass exodus to the cities. My father
was one of 17 kids and my mother one of eight,
and they married when my mother was 16. I was
born three years later and I was her third baby.
By the time she was 24, she was divorced with
four children.
Vo l / 4| N o / 2
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The great equalizer that allowed me
to overcome all of the problems that
come with growing up in a low
income, high-crime community was
come to this country because they realize the incredible
the support of my family and the "People
opportunities here."
shepherding they did to steer me
that in a lot of minority communities where you
away from trouble. My grandparents and my
don't trust government or tell people your
mother were constantly saying, "It doesn't matter
problems, you end up in a cycle wherein
where you come from, it matters where you're
behavior is repeated. And it's not just crime, it's
going," that really helped me to feel like I had an
teenage pregnancy, domestic violence and the
equal chance to succeed. They stressed that it
cycle of poverty.
didn't matter whether it was a bad marriage or
poverty or drugs or whatever, you need to stay
"My grandparents and my mother were
focused, stay out of trouble and stay in school.
constantly saying, "It doesn't matter where
That has been the great equalizer in my life.
PT: Let's look at neighborhoods like the one you
grew up in. High-crime areas are often treated as
places that need to be "cleaned up" through better
law enforcement. Isn't it fundamentally an issue of
inequality though when you look at what's available
to people in those areas?
Garcia: Yes, it's more than a criminal justice
problem; it's a serious social problem too. I think

you come from, it matters where you're
going," that really helped me to feel like
I had an equal chance to succeed."
You need to see someone who is successful in
order to know what success is. When you're
surrounded by the same type of people who are
trapped in the same cycle as you, what can you
possibly know about success?
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One of the things that helped me growing up in a
concrete jungle, high-crime area, was when my
mother discovered this program called
the "Fresh Air Fund." They took city kids,
put them on a bus and drove them out
to the countr y to live with nice
Christian families in Pennsylvania for
a week. We were exposed to things like
sunshine and backyards, and it was the
first time I realized that people live in
houses not in tenements. That you
could have your own playground in a
backyard. That you didn't have to sleep
two in a bed. That you could own your
own books instead of checking them
out from a public library.
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Garcia: Absolutely! Like I said before, it doesn't
matter where you came from, it's where you're

PT: How do you build that trust as a
representative?

It opened up a world to me that I never
knew was accessible, and it really was
an issue of equality. You can't achieve
equality if you never know what
opportunities are out there. So, yes, we
should deal with the crime in our bad
neighborhoods, but we should also look
at programs like this to teach kids in
those areas that there is something else
available to them.
"The policies we need to enact should reflect the reality on the ground."

"You can't achieve equality if you never
know what opportunities are out there."
PT: In the absence of educational, employment
and cultural opportunities though, do residents in
these areas truly have an equal chance to succeed?
Vo l / 4| N o / 2
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I think it's important that when we do things like
the Community Reinvestment Act or we teach
financial literacy and teach people
about their rights, we need to do it
in a way that's meaningful and
lasting. Moreover, these lessons
need to be delivered by people that
they trust.

going. People come to this country because they
realize the incredible opportunities here.
Immigrants don't come here fixated on a nineto-five job, they care about working hard and
providing some seed money to improve the longterm circumstances of their family. Yes, they have
access to success, but often they don't know where
to go for some of the resources available to them.

Garcia: Part of it starts with how
we identify and define ourselves.
You can't start by saying, "I'm a
Latina," or "I'm a Republican." You
have to start by saying, "I'm your
representative." You have to be
accessible, so I say to my
constituents, "I want to show up at
your high school or your college, I
want you to come to my office, I
want you to come to Sacramento—
I want to be the bridge that
connects you to the resources you
need to succeed."
PT: With respect to policy, then, what
types of things would you like to work on to help
bridge that gap between people and the resources
available to them?
Garcia: Programs we've adopted in my district
such as mobile offices have been a good way to
teach people not only about state programs, but
also about resources available in the community.
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The policies we need to enact should reflect the
reality on the ground, and we need to erase
policies that enforce stigmas and create
distinction between classes. Instead of obsessively
"cracking down on crime" so much in
bad neighborhoods, we should be
focusing our efforts on increasing access
to quality education and health care. We
should be facilitating more mentoring
programs as well.
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So, again, you can crack down and eliminate the
chances for kids to get into trouble if you realize
how to address it correctly. You can't talk to people,
you talk with them. It's incumbent upon everyone

I work with a program called Building
Horizons. It takes kids in high school and
teaches them how to build a house. They
work with Habitat for Humanity and
actually build and retrofit houses. I go
out and talk with these kids and say,
"Let's do the math: If you go out and
finish a program like this, by the time
you're done you can command $25-$40
an hour. If you command $40 an hour
and you work 40 hours per week, you're
making $1,600 a week. If you're flipping
burgers at McDonald's for $7 an hour
"You can't talk to people, you talk with them."
because you don't want to take any
who has risen from difficult circumstances to
training, you'll be making $280 a week." When
reach back into those communities and pull
"It's incumbent upon everyone who has
people forward.

risen from difficult circumstances to
reach back into those communities and
pull people forward."

you start to tell them how much things like rent,
food, diapers, car insurance and everything else
costs, kids understand it.
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PT: What about encouraging private investment in
problem areas? What types of policies could be
instituted to help it along, to encourage social and
capital growth?
Garcia: We need to bolster our programs that
teach financial literacy. We need to teach people

not only how to get into a house with no money
down, but how to keep that house so you don't
end up in foreclosure. And we shouldn't be talking
to kids about getting ready for college in 11th or
12th grade; we should be having
these discussions in first grade with
the parents.
The opportunities that are available
in some of these communities are
often unknown to the private
business sector. We have enterprise
zones, manufacturing enhancement areas and other incentives,
but we don't do a good enough job
promoting them. If we find ways to
implement tax credit programs or
research and development credits
that encourage employers to hire
people who are disenfranchised—
people who are coming out of jail
or people on the welfare-to-work
program—then we can reduce the
risk to investors in those
communities.
PT: Assemblywoman, thank you for your time.
Bonnie Garcia represents California's 80th
Assembly District. She is the vice-chair of the
Housing and Community Development Committee
and serves on the Jobs, Economic Development
and the Economy Committee as well as the
committees on Governmental Organization;
California-Latin American Affairs and Urban
Education.
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FOR MANY
STILL SEEKING A
PLACE TO CALL
HOME, THE STORM
ISN’T OVER.

All across the country, for many hurricane victims housing discrimination is its own storm. If you are looking
for a place to call home, remember housing discrimination based on your race, color, sex, religion, national
origin, familial status or disability is illegal. Please call and report it. There is hope, because there is help.
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1-800-669-9777
TTY 1-800-927-9275
visit ___________
www.hud.gov
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