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I. Introduction

Nestled on the castside of San Jose, California, the town of Alum Rock is home to
onc of the most cconomically disadvantaged school districts in the country. Data from
the California Department of Education shows that during the 2005/2006 school years
approximately 99.7 percent of students in the Alum Rock Union Elementary School
District (ARUSD) qualified to receive federally funded free lunches, based on their
annual family income. Of ARUSD’s 13,500 students, 96.9 percent of children come from
minority backgrounds. Alum Rock schools rank in the bottom five percent of elementary
and middle school student achievement for the entire state of California.’

Today, the chipped paint covering ARUSD’s Pala Middle School, located down the
road from the district administrative office, symbolizes the lack of available district funds
to cover up years of deterioration. Since 1972, when the United States Office of
Economic Opportunity (OEO) began implementing the first federally funded voucher
experiment in Alum Rock, minimal structural improvements have been made to Pala’s
exterior, and more broadly, to ARUSD’s administrative infrastructure. As ARUSD’s
persisting budgetary issues and low-academic achievement suggest, playing the
government’s guinea pig in federal social experimentation during the 1970s failed to
invoke lasting systemic changes for the district.

In the summer of 1970, William Jefferds, Superintendent of ARUSD, attended the
Center for the Study of Public Policy’s (CSPP) presentation to the Special Study
Committee of the California State Parent Teacher Association (PTA) on the prospect of

instituting a “‘regulated compensatory” voucher system in select low-income school

' California Department ol Education. “District Comparison Results.” Education Data Partnership,
<www.edatan k12 ca.us/Navivation/IsTwoPancl.asp?houom=% 2Fprofile % 2Easp% 3Flevel % 3D0S% 26report
Number% 3D 16> {accessed March 4, 2007).




districts. The CSPP field representative explained that the voucher system was based on
an untested voucher model, and sought to create competition in education by offering
parents in disadvantaged communities the opportunity to select a school reflective of their
children’s needs.

CSPP noted that OEO was searching for a low-income district to participate in a
federal voucher “experiment,” financed through a series of grants to cover planning, set-up,
initial implementation, and evaluation of the voucher program.? OEO required interested
school districts to conduct a feasibility study to legitimize district’s support and
administrative competency to carry out the voucher experiment. Upon becoming Alum
Rock’s Superintendent in 1968, Jefferds pursued policies of decentralizing decision making
on the school level, increasing parental involvement, and the number of minority staff

members in the district.”

Alum Rock’s student achievement scores ranked among the lowest in California,
and in March 1970, Jefferds suspended all purchasing throughout the district due to
insufficient educational resources. Jefferds’ hopes to reform the school system took a
backseat to ARUSD’s dire financial situation, unless state finance legislation was passed to
assist the district.* Following the voucher pitch, Jefferds returned to Alum Rock Board of
Trustees (also know as the Alum Rock school board) to present the voucher model. He
highlighted the potential for federal involvement to facilitate structural changes and
alleviate the district’s financial woes. The superintendent’s initial curiosity in the voucher

experiment sparked the restructuring of over half of Alum Rock Union School District’s

2 Daniel Weiler. A Public Schocl Voucher Demonsirarion: The First Year at Alum Rock, v.3, {Sanla
Monica, California: RAND Corporation, 1974}, 4.

}wweiler. A Public School Voucher Demonstration, v.1.ix.

Y Na. “Legislative Step Eases Alum Rock Financial Crisis.” San Jose Mercury News. 30 June 1970.



schools in 1972. Although the “transitional voucher model” implemented during the first
year of the Alum Rock demonstration differed from CSPP’s “regulated compensatory
model,” the demonstration exemplified the potential for teachers and staff in disadvantaged
school districts to exercise nominal decision making power and establish a platform for
individualized curriculums for students.

In the 1960s and early 1970s the concept of education vouchers roused political
debate between school boards, teachers and community organizations, as well as
conservatives and liberals. Critics, who were skeptical of the ability for vouchers to
equalize public education in disadvantaged communities, cited previous uses of vouchers
in the late 1950s and 1960s 1o resist integration. Complicating the voucher idea was the
federal government’s vested interest in educational experimentation, and the belief that
increased parental involvement, through vouchers, would improve public education in
poor communities. In Alum Rock, the combination of these factors conveyed the
underpinnings of voucher thought. Yet more vividly Alum Rock displayed how OEQO
approaches to educational reform reflected the controversial politics of poverty, social
experimentation, and community control during the 1960s and 1970s.

The purpose of this study is to explore shifting national paradigms of education
reform and community involvement strategies for low-income and racially stratified
communities, and how they played out during throughout this shift, and specifically in the
Alum Rock voucher plan during the 1970s. The roles and relationships between
Superintendent Jefierds, the Alum Rock Board of Trustees, and members of the Alum

Rock community revealed the unique coalescence of decentralization in public schools,



and the apprehension of administrators o delineate real decision-making power to parents

(with potentially little knowledge of the education system).

Throughout this period, the ambiguities characterizing community involvement and
political representation were conveyed through the local media, district reports, and
research analysis of the demonstration. Alum Rock’s Mexican-American community,
situated in the political context of their emerging Chicano identity, was repeatedly
excluded from central school district decision-making throughout the voucher plan.
Regardless of the political oppression by the small group of board members, precluding
the voucher system the community investigated a variety of educational reform measures
specifically in tune with the needs of the community.

The Alum Rock voucher model is discounted by many educational alternative
scholars and school choice advocate due to the government’s inability to stage a voucher
experiment that produced quantifiable effect of parental choice on their student’s
academic achievement, or as a means to produce resonating reforms throughout district
schools. In Alum Rock, the reality the authority remained vested in Alum Rock school
board members and administrators, underscored the reluctance of local and federal
governing structures to implement effective mechanisms for community empowerment.
The Alum Rock example shows that the Mexican-American community did have
something to say, but the established system denied Mexican-Americans a legitimate
arena to express their educational reform. The exploration of the Alum Rock voucher
system and political climate in the 1970s, reveals the experiences of Alum Rock’s

community during the voucher system, and additionally unveils how repetition of



community exclusion was the fundamental failure of experiments in antipoverty policy,
alleged decentralization, and vouchers.

Alum Rock’s district leadership poignantly maneuvered OEO and the community
into believing that education vouchers could help improve the position of the
community’s poor. Chronically this episode in untested educational reform by observing
propensity for school vouchers to increase parental and community involvement, the
extent to which that goal was addressed by the administrative Jeadership in Alum Rock,
and the ways it materialized in practice, provides lessons in the on-going struggle for
public education to meet the plethora of consumer needs. The Alum Rock Voucher
Demonstration embodied the paradoxical approaches the federal government and local
school district employed in on-going cfforts experiment with the poor advance ideological

through educational reforms.

II. Educational Reform Thought

The Alum Rock voucher demonstration occurred within an atmosphere of
educational experimentation, in which two of the most volatile ideas being tested included
vouchers and decentralization. The historical experiences with both tools of education
reform produced notable and persuasive controversy during the 1960s. Fundamentally,
the school voucher concept sought to incorporate a market mechanism into the education
system. Education vouchers can simply be defined as tuition certificates, which are given
to parents to pay for their children’s education at a school of their choice. On the other
hand, decentralizing public education involves giving individual principals, teachers, and

parents the opportunity to play greater roles in school decision-making, reasoning that



breaking up the burcaucratic nature of public school administration can engage parents
and conservely improve student achicvement.” While many voucher models have
emerged over the last sixty years, the models created by Milton Friedman and Christopher
Jencks represent the most fundamental elements of voucher theory. The voucher system
allows parents to be consumers in the educational marketplace, allowing them to shop
around for the most attractive education for their child.

The conceptual framework of the Alum Rock’s voucher program resulted from of a
combination of landmark social, political, and ideological developments over the course
of the 1950s and 1960s. University of Chicago cconomist Milton Friedman and Harvard
sociologist Christopher Jencks’ thoughts on the voucher concept and decentralization
contributed to OEO's exploration of vouchers as antipoverty policy. Friedman first
proposed the idea of school vouchers in his 1955 article, “The Role of Government in
Education,” as a way to eliminate the government monopoly in public education through
a denationalized education system.” His concept defined a voucher as a tuition sum given
to parents to apply towards the cost of education at a school of their choice.

In exploring a market approach to education Friedman 1dentified that “good” public
schools were predominantly located in high-income neighborhoods. Friedman believed
that it was essential for a democratic society to provide at least minimal education for its
citizens, and that a free educational marketplace model could effectively create

competition in efforts to improve the qualily of education.

% Robert G. Shadick, *“The Myth of the Apathetic Parent.” The Journal of Negro Education, vol.39. no.2
(1970): 184.

Sweiler. A Public School Voucher Demonsiration, v.2. 2.

7 Milion Friedman, “The Role of Government in Education.” Free Republic. 1955, The idea of vouchers
gained more notoricly when Friedman released Capiialism and Freedom, [{Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1962), 85-98.]. and included the article as a chapter in the book.



Privatizing the educational marketplace, Friedman contended, created healthy
competition by delegating parents the power to select a school reflective of their child’s
educational needs. Friedman’s free-market model suggested that allowing parents to
choose between private and public schools “would permit competition to develop,”

consequentially stimulating all schools to improve and develop more responsive

curriculums and administrative structures.’

In theory, vouchers parents of all socioeconomic statuses the ability to choose the
school best suited for their children’s interests and educational needs. As a government
run institution, public schools were structured to satisfy the needs of the majority of
students. Being so, parents of children with special needs or abilities, without the means
to send their children to private institutions, were forced to submit to the one-size-fits-all
curricula and policies at public schools. Friedman hoped that voucher systems would
undercut the enlarged and centralized public school bureaucracies, which denied parents
and teachers decision-making power. Relegating power for parents to select their
children’s school would allow children to compcte with others of different socio-
economic statuses and racial backgrounds, but also left room for parents to congregate
with families of similar backgrounds-9

Vouchers sparked skepticism among leacher organizations and minority advocacy
groups, who feared that under that affluent or white families would utilize vouchers to
undermine integration in racially divisive or low-income communities. Despite the

antagonism Friedman’s concept created among voucher critics, Freidman planted the

§ Fricdman. Capitalism and Freedom. 92.

% Ibid.. 91.: Terry M. Moe. Schools. Vouchers, and the American Public. (Washington. D.C.: Brookings
Institution Press. 2001), 17-18.



seeds for vouchers proclivity to address the educational needs of varying echelons of
American society, and resonated with social policymakers for years to come.

Harvard sociologist Christopher Jencks discussed the ability for vouchers to
promote social equality and enable the decentralization of public education. He first
prompted OEO to offer federal grants to test voucher feasibility in his 1966 article, “Is the
Public School Obsolete?”'? Coalescing with Friedman’s theory that education vouchers
could break down the public school “monopoly,” Jencks discussed how instituting a
system of tuition grants or management contracts would overcome the economic and
social barriers facing “slum” children. Jencks utilized the growing abundance of statistics
relating poverty to educational attainment to substantiate his argument for pursuing
alternative education systems. A study by the National Institute of Education Researchers
had presented data that taxpayers contributed nearly fifty percent more towards the
education of affluent children than poor children, given low-income children’s later start
in formal educatipn and higher drop out rates.'’

The large bureaucratic nature of school boards that governed the majority of low-
income public schools made them unwilling to relinquish any control to individual
schools and parents, or financially or structurally reform the schools to better serve
students and families. Instead, schools in uncompeltitive and disadvantaged communities
aimed “not at profit but survival.” Jencks explained that allowing parents 1o use tuition
grants in public education would force schools and teachers to compete for students and
counteract the uncompetitive nature of public schooling; more attractive schools with

higher enrollment received more money Lo continue to improve the individual school.

'% Christopher Jencks, “Is the Public School Obsolete?” The Public Interest, v.2. no. 2 (1966). 18-27.
11 -
Ibid, 18-20.
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Conversely, unattractive schools with low enrollment would close to make room and
funds available for successtul schools.'” The idea of providing slum families the same
education choice as wealthy children, through tuition grants, perceivably aligned with the
government’s awareness of social equity. Jencks’ observations of the public school
system in low-income communities virtually mirrored the situation facing Alum Rock in
the 1970s, although Jencks’ progressive approach excluded any discussion of the ability
of vouchers to remedy a budget deficit, such as the predicament in Alum Rock.

In a subsequent study, Jencks, who would pen the OEO-sponsored voucher study A
Report on Financing Elementary Education by Grants to Parents in 1970, took great
lengths to explain the derivations and discrepancies of inequality in American public
education, but this time without referencing vouchers as a solution. He enumerated that
even in the political arena, the idea of “maximum feasible participation” of America’s
poor “implied that more ‘leaders’ should be black and poor, nor that power should be
equally distributed between leaders and followers.”"?

In Alum Rock, Superintendent Jefferds and the school board echoed this sentiment,
even if they asserted the unlimited potential for vouchers to expand community
participation. Jencks suggested that school districts institute “open enrollment,” also
known as “freedom of choice” plans accompanied by free transportation to schools

outside a student’s given district to level the playing field between students from different

communities.'® The concept of freedom of choice presented a vivid example of how

2 Jencks, “1s the Public School Obsolete?”. 22-23, 27., emphasis added.

'3 Christopher Jencks. Inequality: A Reassessment of the Effecis of Family School in America, (New York.
New York: Basic Books, Inc., 1972}, 4.

" Jencks, Inequality, 6.
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