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Education Reform: Alternative Options to Traditional Public School Funding

The gap between the rich and poor has widened. Income Inequality is a serious problem in the Unites States. We now live in a country where the top 300,000 Americans share almost as much money as the bottom 150 million Americans. This upper group’s income is more than 440 times the average income of the bottom group, which is double that of 1980 (Johnston 2).  The top 1 percent of the nation holds more wealth now than the 1920’s (Dollars 8). Of course the identity of those 300,000 rich Americans doesn’t stay the same. In any given year, a significant percentage of them fall out of the rich class while new, high earners take their place (such as entrepreneurs, whose new wealth represents only a tiny fraction of the wealth which they in turn have brought to society through their innovative technologies, products & business models).
Nevertheless, we live in an increasingly globalized, knowledge economy that promises to widen the income gap in future years.  The government policy that best addresses the issue is education. High-income professionals forge their way through many levels and forms of education whereas low-income professionals gain little and/or substandard educations. This problem exists because the rich elite send their children to top private institutions, while the poor must settle for second-rate public schools. Giving all students the opportunity for a top education can go far in addressing the income gap. 
Lackluster public schools, typically in inner city areas, have performed poorly in comparison to three main alternatives: private institutions, charter schools, and many instances of home schooling. Such forms of alternative schooling should be funded and encouraged at the expense of traditional public schools.
To understand why funding should be allocated this way, we must first understand the arguments and opinions of both sides. Proponents of the public school system have a few arguments, one of which has validity. 
Inner city public schools are in bad shape and a massive switch to alternative schooling will not take place overnight. Needy public schools will suffer greatly in the event that funding is withdrawn from their budgets. For those students that must remain in substandard public schools, withdrawal of funding would be an educational death sentence.
Their second argument is more of an excuse that explains poor performance. Many inner city public schools are located in crime-infested areas with less than stellar economic circumstances to say the least. These schools perform lower than the national average. They believe these areas are bound to have students who perform below average based solely on the surrounding environment. They believe this explains why many big city school public school systems persistently perform poorly (Plastrik 1).  
	Alternative schooling arguments make more sense. The most convincing argument is performance based (performance is based on standardized test scores and graduation rate and will be referred to several times). Why would we as a country invest in an education option that does not work? We would not. Private school students in general receive better educations than public school students, charter schools produce superior results academically and in terms of standardized test scores, and new technology makes home schooling more reliable, efficient, and exciting (Jarvik 1). The alternative below believes in choice with regards to K through 12 education, just as parents and students have choice with regard to colleges and universities. It’s no coincidence that our university system, where choices abound, is the best in the world, and our public K-through 12 system, where choice is minimal to non-existent, is the one of the worst in the developed world. Parents should have the option of deciding where their child can go to school. 
The United States is tied with Switzerland for amount of government money spent per student. Yet our high school graduation rate is only 77 percent, well below many other countries (Johnston 1). Traditional public schools are the culprits. Public schools are unable to adapt to the rapid change of a high-tech, globalized, knowledge economy.  They fail to retain students and produce subpar graduation rates compared to the alternatives. So why does traditional public schooling not work? To answer this we may look no further than the first word of the phrase, traditional. A large majority of public school teaching methods are outdated. Traditional models have not changed since the industrial revolution while private schools, bent on topping the next private school, adapt to newer methods of instruction  (Cloud 1). 
Another large issue is accountability. Public schools are not as accountable for bad results the way charter or private schools. There is a sense of competition among private schools, and to a lesser degree charter schools, to achieve results. Public Schools in inner city areas do not have such an incentive and in large part, blame poor performance on surrounding circumstances. New board members, or superintendants can change, but a culture of poor performance does not (Plastrik 1). 
	The alternatives to public schooling work in large part because of their ability to adapt to a changing learning environment. We live in a new age of information. No longer is information passed to only a few. The Internet has made it possible to find answers as fast as you can click a button, and unleashes swarms of information equally as fast. This massive impact of technology provides a good argument for home schooling. An increasing number of students are being home schooled, and for good reason, because of the increased amount of knowledge available. 
	David Wiley, a professor at Utah State University, claims that Universities will be obsolete by 2020. This seemingly extreme view has validity in that there is a fundamental belief now that knowledge is a public good and should be fully shared (Jarvik 1). Professor Wiley taught an open course online to anyone willing to take it. Students all around the world learned the same material as those enrolled at the university. This method could be franchised, with every major university putting out their own version of ‘economics 101’ or ‘psychology 500’. This model could work the same way for lower-level education. Traditional public school models of chalkboards and text ‘read-alongs’ cannot engage students the way unlimited information can. The government should divert funding from public schools to encourage this type of franchised home schooling.
	Private school is also a much better alternative to public school. Time and time again private schools produce higher standardized test scores and graduation rates than public schools (Cloud 1). The core problem of income inequality stems from the elite going to the best private intuitions while the poor go to public schools. Why not send the poor to private school? Tuition vouchers are key to private school attendance. The main deterrent of private school is affordability (Tooley 1). Private schools cost money, public schools do not. Instead of allocating more funds to the failing institution that is traditional public schooling, we should put more money into tuition tax credits for private schools. In an ideal situation, all families would have enough funds to go to private school, and traditional public schools would become obsolete.
	A third alternative is charter schools. Charter schools are the least productive of the alternatives and are essentially still run by the public school system, but these schools bend the rules of traditional schooling in order to produce above average results. Charter schools perform better than public schools in large part due to their more challenging workload, smaller classes, and more extracurricular programs. A recent movement in Harlem has sprung many charter schools designed to provide low-income families with more options of schooling (Hills 2). These schools are essentially well run public schools and should be more of a fall back option to private schools, but they are nonetheless better, performance wise, than traditional public schools.
	Results do not lie. It only makes sense to fund the alternatives to traditional public schooling because they are the ones that work. Traditional public schooling produces subpar results using subpar teaching models. We should not reward this type of education with more government dollars. An America with many more highly educated individuals diminishes income inequality. Investing in alternative schooling will create many more highly educated Americans.
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