












































































The Fading American Dream as published in the 
Normalite, August 12, 2004 
 
 
Several recent books (K. Phillips, Wealth and 
Democracy; W.G. Gates, Sr, Wealth and Our 
Commonwealth; E.D. Wolff; Top Heavy; G. 
Hodgson, More Equal Than Others)  have 
documented the fact that in the last three decades of 
the 20th century both wealth and income have become 
much more concentrated in this country.  There are 
fewer households in the middle range, more in the 
poorer range, and a lot more in the higher income 
range.  We know that this has happened at least twice 
before in this country: once in the 1890 period (the 
Gilded Age) and once in the 1920’s (the Roaring 
Twenties).  Ominously, both times, an increase in the 
concentration of wealth and income was then 
followed by a severe depression.  
 
 So what?  Is this not the price one must pay for 
having a private enterprise system?  Some win, but 
some must lose. Perhaps, especially since developing 
countries like India and China, now starting to 
experiment with the free market system, do also show 
this tendency toward wealth concentration.   But if 
so, then we must be aware of the very high price we 
are paying.  The rich have good schools, the poor 



have lousy schools.  The income inequality also 
warps the market into an hour glass.  Luxury goods 
and services are for the upper part of the hour class, 
and K-Mart for the lower part.  Falling demand in the 
middle class slides the economy into recession or 
depression.  Even the military is affected.  An officer 
class may remain, but the quality level of the non-
coms and the common soldier declines.     
 
 Some believe that as long as there is strong 
upward mobility between income levels, then this is 
not a serious problem.  However, a study conducted 
by the Federal Reserve Bank of Boston and published 
by “Business Week” shows that upward mobility was 
much greater in the 1970’s than in the 1980’s in this 
country.  Further, another study by the Century 
Foundation   shows that upward mobility is now 
greater in Finland, Sweden, Canada, and Germany 
than it is in the USA.  Regrettably, the American 
Dream of rags to riches may be fading. It is becoming 
riches to riches and rags to rags   
 
 So what can we do?  Well, what we should 
certainly NOT do is to follow the policy 
recommendations of the Bush administration.  Tax 
cuts for the rich can only make the disparity in 
income and wealth worse than it now is.  Also, the 
repeal of the federal inheritance (estate) tax will 



simply make it easier for the wealthy to pass their 
large incomes earned in the last three decades into the 
21st century.  Admittedly, there does need to be a 
high exemption on this tax, so that the inheritance of 
family farms and small businesses is not jeopardized.  
Much inherited wealth, of course, totally escapes any 
tax through the use of family trusts. Ultimately, if 
these trends continue, we may have to consider the 
taxation of wealth, in addition to the taxation of 
income, such as is done in Switzerland, Denmark, 
Netherlands and ten other European nations.     
 
 Can education be a help?  Yes, both common 
sense and detailed economic studies (Arrow, 
Meritocracy) prove that education is a strong factor 
in upward mobility.  Apparently President Summers 
at Harvard believes this. Beginning this fall, if you 
can get admitted to Harvard, and if you come from a 
family with less than $43,000 income per year, you 
can receive a free ride to Harvard College.  No 
tuition, no fees, zip. Other high profile universities 
may follow this example. But this will not help the 
many who are educated in state colleges and 
universities, such as ISU. There, the lack of state 
money will not allow such largesse.  Can the 
government do something?  Yes, Senator Kerry has a 
plan to give two years of college free to those who 
would give two years of service to the government; a 



sort of mini GI Bill.  The Senator has also pledged to 
increase the Pell Grants, which go to low income 
students trying to attend colleges and universities.        
  
 

Some will say this is merely playing the “class 
warfare card” in American politics.  Much to the 
contrary, this is an attempt to save the middle class 
from extinction, and thus avoid class warfare.  
Aristotle told us over two millennia ago that the 
middle class was essential to the continued existence 
of any body politic. 

 
 History also tells us that the over concentration 

of wealth was a prime factor in the fall of many 
previous republics: Rome, Renaissance Italy, the 
Dutch republic, and that this same over concentration 
corrupted many British attempts at representative 
governance.   Among American Presidents who have 
warned us of the danger of over concentration of 
wealth and income to this Republic we find: Thomas 
Jefferson, Andrew Jackson, Abraham Lincoln, 
Theodore Roosevelt, Woodrow Wilson, Franklin 
Roosevelt, Dwight Eisenhower and Richard Nixon.  
If these be the soldiers of class warfare, then show 
me the enlistment papers. 
 
 



      
 
 
   
 
 
 
   



School Funding for Democrats and Progressive 
Republicans 
 
 This paper will outline four long-term goals for the Democratic Party 
and for Progressive Republicans in Illinois. In thirty-five years of working 
with state legislators in many states I am very aware of just how difficult it is 
to achieve the goals that are herein advocated. Many compromises, and a lot 
of legislative tactics, will be required to meet these goals.  It is necessary, 
however, to have a general road map, for this is an area in which it is easy to 
lose one’s way. 
 
 The third President of the United States, Thomas Jefferson, is usually 
credited with founding the Democratic Party.  It seems appropriate therefore 
to start with him.  Mr. Jefferson was a man of prodigious intellect.  His 
knowledge ran from philosophy and history through architecture and 
agriculture.  He was also knowledgeable of school funding.  When he was 
Governor of Virginia he recommended an entire educational system to the 
Virginia legislature.  Shortly before he died in the early 1820’s he reviewed 
what the Virginia legislature had done.  He noted that, contrary to his 
recommendation that the state pick up the entire costs of K-12 education, 
they had left this tax burden to the individual school districts. 
He said, “ This system will not work.  The wealthy districts will have good 
schools and the poor schools will have bad schools.”  Nothing has changed 
since Mr. Jefferson’s evaluation.  The system still does not work. 
 
 Inequalities between school district are dependent on a number of 
factors.  If a state is large in geography, if it has many school districts, if it 
has a history of large economic differences within the state, and if it also has 
a history of low state support and high local support, there will be large 
inequalities in educational services between school districts.  Unfortunately 
Illinois is just such a state.  The result has been that disparities between 
school districts within Illinois are some of the largest in the Union, at least 
where the so-called, “dual districts” are concerned.  Unit districts do not 
show quite this large disparity.  
 
 Since the Democratic Party of Illinois is committed to equal 
educational opportunity, a long-term goal of the Party should be to reduce 
these inequalities between school districts. This situation is often referred to 
in school finance jargon as the “equity” problem.  The solution to the equity 



problem is to move from largely local support to largely state support of 
education.  This means higher state taxes and lower local property taxes. A 
part of this can come in the form of property tax relief provided the state 
government makes up dollar for dollar what is proposed as property tax 
relief.  It is also possible to reduce this disparity with property tax caps on 
local school districts provided state funds are allowed to increase at the same 
time.  A reduction in disparities can also be obtained by reducing the number 
of districts in the state, especially by merging dual districts into unit districts. 
 
 A second goal of the Democratic Party is to secure “adequate” 
funding as well as “equitable” funding.  In some states this is made easier by 
a state constitution that mandates that all citizens of the state receive an 
“adequate” or “basic” education.  Regrettably, Illinois is not one of those 
states.  In 1994, in The Committee v. Edgar, the Supreme Court of Illinois 
declared that the present article #10 of the Illinois Constitution does not 
provide the citizens of this state with a fundamental right to education. 
Education was declared to be a major state interest, but not a fundamental 
constitutional right. Two years previously, in 1992, educational groups, with 
the considerable assistance of the Democratic Party and Progressive 
Republicans had tried to amend article #10 so that it would provide citizens 
with a fundamental right to an adequate education. Amendments to the 
constitution require sixty percent of those voting to pass and the amendment 
failed by only three percentage points. The amendment failed largely 
because of business group opposition to the increase in state taxes that 
would be necessary in order to attain an “adequate” level of funding for 
education.  In 2004 it would seem appropriate for the Democratic Party and 
for Progressive Republicans to again attempt a constitutional referendum 
that would guarantee all of the citizens of Illinois a fundamental right to an 
adequate education. 
 
 A third long term goal of the Democratic Party and of Progressive 
Republicans is to attain economic efficiency in the public schools of Illinois.  
This can be done in a number of ways.  First, it has been apparent for some 
time that there are too many school districts in this state.  Consolidation and 
reorganization would produce economies of scale that could be passed on to 
taxpayers.  This is, however, not a popular thing to do. Consolidations can 
often lose   state legislators more votes than they can possibly attain.  Small 
towns fight viciously and effectively to keep their public schools even 
though they know those schools are economically inefficient. Second, and 
related to size, no public school ought to operate without a full time business 



manager.  If it proves impossible to merge districts then a full time business 
manger should be shared between schools. Third, both the business and 
educational practices of districts that operate with higher than expected test 
scores, at lower than expected costs, should be rigorously inspected to see 
how they arrive at that favorable product / cost ratio. 
 
 The conservative side of the aisle says little about the “equity” or 
“adequacy” problems.  They have much, however, to say about the 
“efficiency” goal. They advocate Voucher systems, Charter Schools, and 
other privatization systems for what is now public education.  Most of these 
proposals would, unfortunately, make the “equity” problem worse, because 
almost all of these systems would increase educational disparities between 
school districts. Both Voucher systems and Charter Schools are means of 
skimming off the better students while leaving behind the poorer students, 
Proponents of these systems rarely address the question of what happens to 
those left behind in the “public schools”.  Nor do these systems address very 
well the question of who is to educate the handicapped children in the 
society.  Since it gives priority to equalizing educational opportunity the 
Democratic Party and Progressive Republicans should oppose most of these 
privatization schemes.  Proposals, however, to increase competition within 
the public sector should be supported. 
 
 
 A fourth long term goal of the Democratic Party is to secure adequate 
funds for children at risk.  Spending the same amount of money on each 
child does not attain the first goal, “equity”.  Children with physical and 
mental handicaps require more funds than do normal children 
Also children raised in poverty environments require more funds than do 
normal children.  It must be honestly said that it is questionable whether 
educational spending in the central cities and sparsely populated rural areas 
of Illinois can ever be “economically efficient” in the usually accepted sense 
of that word.  In many central city environments and also in some rural 
environments the proper analogy is an “intensive care” ward.  In “ICU” you 
are engaged in saving lives, not in delivering health care in the most 
economically efficient manner.  Exactly the same situation holds in many of 
the worst educational environments in Illinois.  You are engaged in saving 
kids lives and futures and not in doing that in the most economical way 
possible.  It is very hard to find that “bottom line” in special education and 
compensatory education. 
 



These four goals constitute a long-term strategy for the Democratic 
Party but it is a rock bottom fact that they cannot be attained  in Illinois 
without Republican help.  Fortunately there have always been enough 
Republicans who agreed with these goals and have been willing to support 
them, even though legislation of this kind did not always help the 
constituencies that these Republicans represented. In the 70’s and 80’s a 
group of Republican state senators who called themselves “the crazy eight” 
made possible a lot of sound educational reform in Illinois by linking their 
votes to the Democratic votes.  Educators in Illinois may well owe more to 
these few, but important, and courageous Republicans, than they do to 
Democrats.  At the national level men like Robert Taft and Wendell Wilkie 
never considered educational spending in the same light as other public 
expenditure.  They rather considered it an investment in the nation.  
Republicans as well as Democrats do respond to the principle of the greatest 
good for the greatest number.  

 
Men like Jefferson, Franklin, Madison, Lincoln, Wilson, T.Roosevelt, 

F.D. Roosevelt, and John Kennedy all knew what public education means to 
this democracy.  In any age or time, under any set of circumstances, it is the 
responsibility of Democrats and Progressive Republicans to rally to the 
support of the public schools.   Be advised that in Illinois we have done, and 
we intend to do, just that. 
 
Distinguished Professor Emeritus G. Alan Hickrod 
Illinois State University 
March 2003 
Normal, Illinois 



A Mistake Corrected 
Published as:  Schools Need Balanced Student Populations 
The Pantagraph, Bloomington, Illinois, June 29, 2004 
G. Alan Hickrod, Distinguished Professor of Educational 
Administration Emeritus, Illinois State University 
 
 About two decades ago I headed a research team that 
reported to the then existing Illinois School Problems Commission. 
We were investigating the causes of low test scores in the public 
schools. We found that the leading cause of poor test scores was 
the percentage of students from families below the poverty line in 
a given school. We also found that a “tipping point” existed, so 
that when there were more than a majority of poverty impacted 
pupils the test scores in the school fell like a rock.  Since then this 
finding has been replicated many places in the United States, and 
in Great Britain, and in Japan. 
 
 The policy recommendation that my colleague Ben Hubbard 
and I made to the General Assembly at that time was that the 
weighting in the grant-in-aid formula for poverty students should 
be increased for districts with high concentrations of these kinds of 
pupils.  The recommendation was accepted, the law was 
accordingly changed, and more state money flowed to poverty 
impacted schools.   I received an award from the Urban League for 
my role in that endeavor.  Our diagnosis was correct. However, 
with the passage of time, I have come to believe that the therapy 
we suggested was not nearly aggressive enough.  What I should 
have recommended was that NO public school be allowed to 
operate with more than a majority of students from poverty 
families.  This would require of course help from the state in terms 
of drawing new attendance lines and in the bussing of students to 
attain these goals. 
 
 Bussing of students is assuredly not popular, even to obey the 
edicts of the court, as in Brown vs. the Board.  In the fifty years 



since Brown we have learned that not only is racial segregation 
bad for the schools, socio-economic segregation is even worse.  To 
insist rigorously therefore on “neighborhood schools” is often to 
condemn some students to a bad education, and to give other 
students a good education.  Granted, this situation is not as bad in 
places like Bloomington/Normal as it is in the larger metropolitan 
areas where we have both schools and school districts with no 
poverty students, and then other schools and districts in which 
every single student comes from a poverty home. 
 
 Why admit the mistake now?  Because socio-economic 
segregation in American schools is growing decade by decade. 
A large number of economic studies indicate that both wealth and 
income are now more concentrated than they have been since 1890 
and 1920.  These inequalities in wealth and income then become 
translated into very unequal residential housing choices.  People 
use their wealth to choose homes that will also provide good 
schools for their children. Very understandable.  But the poor are 
unable to do that. In a private enterprise system the people surely 
have every right to choose automobiles, clothing, and yes, housing 
on the basis of their individual purchasing power in the market.  
But at least in my opinion, they do not, have a right to exert this 
differential purchasing power with regard to public schools.  The 
public schools, unlike some private schools, are not a commodity 
to be purchased on the free market.  The “Common Schools” are 
exactly that.  They exist for the greatest good for the greatest 
number. 
 
 
 All this has been known for a very long time.  And it is very 
disturbing to people to be forced to look at this problem, so why 
not just sweep it all under a rug.  Because the stakes are now much 
higher than they were a quarter of a century ago.  Most economists, 
liberal or conservative, agree that our economy can not survive in 
this competitive world without greatly increasing the effectiveness 



of the public schools.  We did not really become alarmed about 
this until middle class jobs started to disappear to South America, 
the Far East, and to Europe. We must do something, and do it fast. 
Without effective schools our mighty armed forces will not work, 
our highly technical economy will not work, our medical services 
will not work, and it is for darned certain our democracy will not 
work.  Certain kinds of charter schools, and even a very carefully 
controlled voucher system might help, but they would just be band 
aids on a major infection. And an uncontrolled voucher system 
could very well make the disease worse. 
 
 This is not a pipe dream of a superannuated professor from 
ISU.  A remarkably good book published recently from the 
Brookings Institution lays out much of the research on this issue.  
It also provides examples of school districts that have faced the 
problem squarely, and then done something about it. Ever the 
teacher, I suggest you add Richard D. Kahlenberg’s, All Together 
Now, 2001, to your reading list.  
 
 
NOTE ON COST EFFECTIVENESS 
 
 While further research would be needed to prove this point, it 
is not unlikely that the practice of balancing the socio-economic 
composition of students in schools could turn out to be a cost 
effective way to raise test scores in the public schools.  The 
standard approach to raising test scores in children from poor 
homes is to reduce the pupil-teacher ratio in those classes, or to 
add teacher aides to those classes.  This has been shown to be 
effective in raising test scores, but the cost is of course high.  Even 
if it is necessary to add costs from bussing students those costs 
would likely not be as high as adding teaching personnel.  If the 
scores rise just as much by reducing the percentage of children at 
risk in the school below fifty percent, then this is also the least 
costly way to raise scores.   
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