
	
 Excellence vs. Equity.  This has long been a struggle of American public education.  Our 
republic, founded on democratic principles, believes that the needs of each individual must be 
met.  We want to be the best in the world while at the same time, give society’s most 
disadvantaged whatever they need to have equal opportunity.
	
 Many people do not understand how difficult and expensive it is to deliver both 
excellence and equity in the educational system.  The law and courts have proclaimed that a 
school district must spend as much money as it takes to give a disabled child access to the 
general curriculum.  In some cases that can cost as much as $90,000 each year or more.  When 
that kind of money is spent on equity for one child, it is difficult to pursue excellence with 
similar resources.
	
 And yet, America is the only educational system in the world that gives disabled children 
a fair chance.  It is unfortunate that this positive aspect of our success is not recognized and 
celebrated.  I wonder what will happen with equity in the new world of “choice.”
	
 Depending upon how you feel about public education, you will describe what is 
happening in Harrisburg right now as the dismantling of public education or the long awaited fix.  
By looking at the legislation being considered and the proposed agenda of the new Governor, it 
would appear that his idea is to run education as a business, and only a business.  A bill was 
passed to allow someone with a business finance degree to be a superintendent, making the 
educational and financial decisions.  The governor’s stated priority this fall is to institute 
vouchers and he plans to greatly expand charter schools.  
	
 All these changes are being proposed against the background of an enormous cut in state 
funds to school districts.  The governor will likely propose that the funding for vouchers and 
expanded charter schools comes from existing public education dollars.    I don’t know if the 
general public understands what has happened in other states that have gone done the path 
Pennsylvania is headed.  A study released this summer, showed that vouchers have not improved 
education in states where they have been implemented.  The study covered a ten year period.  
The Pennsylvania voucher proponents immediately changed their strategy from “vouchers will 
save children from poor education” to “parents should choose their child’s school.”
	
 I believe that all aspects of government must do some belt tightening and schools should 
not be exempt;  but, there seems to be no vision or well thought out plan based on research to 
guide these changes or cuts.  There is a great deal of research that shows us what schools should 
be doing that is being ignored.  The approach being used seems to be slash and burn, privatize 
the system and only the strong will survive. 
	
 So what schools will accept the voucher for the disabled child that requires $90,000 a 
year to be educated?  I think we all know the answer to that.  For many years, critics have faulted 
education for “tracking” and “sorting children.”  Yet it seems that we are embarking on a system 
that will sort children like never before on a monumental scale.
	
 In countries to which we are often compared, like China, they take an excellence-only 
approach.  At the end of 9th grade, students are tested.  Those smart enough are permitted to 
continue with high school.  Those with some intelligence and skills are sent to technical school.  
Those deemed not good enough for either, are denied education and go to work in the fields or 
factories.  When the United States is compared to this system, our good work of serving ALL 
children is never mentioned.
	
 I do not believe a democracy such as ours wants our schools to be governed strictly by 
business principles.  If we are, the Chinese example is certainly efficient and fiscally responsible; 
but, our founding fathers knew that our success as a democratic society relied upon an educated 
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electorate and our nation has consistently insisted that ALL be educated.    While Governor 
Corbett and his supporters in Harrisburg would assert they are working to assure quality 
education for all, I would respectfully submit that they have not studied the issue closely enough 
to design a good approach.  Rather, it appears to me that they are acting on philosophical beliefs 
that are not rooted in careful study.   I am deeply concerned for our children.
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