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Education secretary Arne Duncan has just announced the Obama administration’s latest initiative
to improve educational quality for low-income and minority students: pressure states to measure
the distribution of “quality” teachers across districts; and then to make that distribution more
uniform. The emphasis is on the pursuit of equity rather excellence. In fact, a state could make a
massive leap forward on this scale by simply randomizing the assignment of public school
teachers to schools. And if it turned out that some districts were badly managed and actually had
a consistently negative effect, over time, on the performance of their teachers, well then the
randomized teacher assignment process could be repeated every school year—or even every
half-year!

But is a uniform distribution of today’s “quality” teachers really the best we can do for low-
income and minority students (or, for that matter, everyone else)? Would they be better off today
if Arne Duncan’s and Barack Obama’s equity focus had driven, say, the telelphone industry over
the last century? Back around 1900, most telephones were hand-cranked, and not everyone had
one. Would the poor, minorities, and others be better off today if we had achieved and
maintained a perfectly equitable distribution of hand-crank phones?

The alternative, of course, is what we do have: a vigorously competitive phone market that has

given rise to cell phones and then smart phones containing super-computers, global positioning
satellite receivers, wireless networking, etc. But of course only rich whites have cell phones and
smart phones, right? Not according to Pew Research. Based on 2013 data,

92% of African Americans own a cell phone, and 56% own a smartphone... blacks and whites
are equally likely to own a cell phone of some kind, and also have identical rates of smartphone
ownership.

In fact, Pew’s comparable smart-phone ownership figure for whites is 53%, but the difference is
not statistically significant. With regard to income, Pew finds a 9 point difference in smartphone
ownership between those making < $30,000 and those making between $30,000 and $49,999.
Most of that difference seems to be accounted for by age, however. Among 18-24 year olds, 77%
of those making < $30,000 own a smartphone vs. 81% for those making $30,000 to $74,999.
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So pretty much everyone who wants one now has a cell phone which is rather more functional
than the old hand cranked variety, and the majority of young people, at all income levels, even
have smartphones. That’s a relatively high level of equity, coupled with excellence. Brought to
you, again, by a competitive industry. Could the federal government’s Lifeline (a.k.a.,
“ObamaPhone”) phone subsidy programs be helping out? Certainly, to some extent. Though it’s
far from true that every low-income American’s cell phone is paid for by Uncle Sam.

Ironically, many of the people who staunchly support subsidized access to the cell phone
marketplace are dead set against programs that subsidize access to the educational marketplace.
They’d much rather just redistribute teachers within our hand-crank-era public school systems,
sentencing everyone—rich and poor alike—to more generations of academic stagnation. We can
do better. We can encourage the same dynamism, choice, and entrepreneurship in education that
have driven the fantastic progress in every other field, and we can ensure universal access to the
educational marketplace via state-level education tax credit programs.

-Andrew J. Coulson is the director of Cato’s Center for Educational Freedom. Previously, he
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