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letter from the editor

explores local governance across the country, diving into Detroit’s 
fiscal crisis (p. 4) and mass incarceration in Philadelphia (p. 10). In 
the latter, Michael Soyfer presents his original research, showing 
that the public provision of social services is misaligned with the 
residential patterns of ex-offenders across the city.

As always, we round out our issue with some exciting new 
interviews. In these pages, we feature exclusive one-on-ones with 
Vice President Joe Biden (p. 27) and Pennsylvania Senator Robert 
P. Casey, Jr. (p. 25). Vice President Biden shares his views on gun 
control, while Senator Casey sheds light on his father’s gubernatorial 
legacy and on his own experiences serving the Commonwealth.

From reading these articles, you will quickly realize that 
one of the most important elements of politics at any level is 
citizen engagement. As the new school year approaches, we 
welcome your thoughts in these pages and on our website at 
www.pennpoliticalreview.org. Every voice counts — speak up!

All politics is local. And often, it is not pretty. This has become 
increasingly evident here at home in Philadelphia, with the debate 
over the School District’s budget taking over City Hall over the past 
few months. Schools are being closed, classes are being canceled, 
and students are being relocated across the city. As public officials 
have struggled to make policy decisions about how many schools 
will be closed and where the impact of reduced school budgets 
will be felt, they have sought feedback from concerned citizens 
across the city. In this issue’s feature story, Lee Marcus examines 
the utility of the School District’s Community Meetings and 
evaluates the effectiveness of this attempt at democracy in the 
policymaking process (p. 18).

One unique characteristic of local politics is its granularity. 
The policy decisions are specific, marginal, and visible. Our city 
councilmembers and state legislators are often forced to make 
tough decisions about allocating resources for various priorities, 
from criminal justice to education, and $50 million here or 
there can make all the difference. In an in-depth interview of 
Philadelphia School District Deputy Superintendent Paul Kihn, 
we see how local policymakers deal with these dilemmas on a day-
to-day basis (p. 21).

Of course, education is not the only local matter arousing 
political passions. This issue of the magazine goes further and 

Dear Reader,

Urja Mittal
PPR Editor-in-Chief
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Michigan Governor Rick Snyder 
has declared the city of Detroit 
to be in a state of emergency 

due to its inability to balance the budget 
and to pay off its debts. According to 
the Citizen’s Research Council, Detroit 
owes its bondholders more than $14.1 
billion. In order to handle this municipal 
budget crisis, the state legislature in 
Michigan passed a law in 2011 that gave 
the gubernatorially appointed emergency 
managers (EM) jurisdiction over 
financially troubled municipalities. To 
tackle Detroit’s budget problems, Snyder 
appointed Kevyn Orr to be the EM of the 
city. Orr will have the authority to cut the 
city’s spending, restructure departments, 
restructure debt, sell off city assets, change 
local laws, renegotiate labor contracts, 
and dissolve the city government. This 
measure will effectively remove power 
from the elected local officials in Detroit, 
so while Mayor Dave Bing has accepted the 
appointment of the EM, some politicians, 

like City Council President Charles Pugh 
ardently oppose outside interference 
that, they argue, is not compatible with 
democracy. In fact, Congressman John 
Conyers (D-MI) thinks that there is 
racism involved in the appointment of an 
EM, because majority African American 
cities are those that are most often placed 
under EM control. Rev. Wendell Anthony 
called this “a step in the direction of voter 
suppression.” The Michigan municipalities 
of Benton Harbor, Pontiac, Ecorse, and 
Flint have already been placed under the 
control of EMs. Detroit, however, deserves 
special emphasis due to its large size. 

It is constructive to step back from the 
political wrangling over Detroit’s fiscal crisis 
and examine the city’s history, focusing on 
the impact of the loss of manufacturing, an 
industry that once made Detroit a vibrant 
American city. The State of Michigan is 
implicated and partly responsible for the 
fiscal crisis in Detroit, and having an EM 
in Detroit may result in further negative 

STORY BY LARRY LIUDE
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economic and social impacts. In fact, the 
EM’s plan to restructure city departments 
and reduce the size of the public sector 
workforce, especially the number of 
firefighters, police officers, and teachers, will 
reduce the spending power in the economy, 
which will lead to a further deterioration 
of the economy. Further compounding 
the problem, these drastic steps to reduce 
city services and lay off city workers are 
likely to discourage business investment.

Detroit has been struggling with 
fiscal problems for a long time. It started 
out as a flourishing city of automobile 
manufacturing, harboring Ford and GM 
and attracting hundreds of thousands of 
immigrants as workers at the beginning of 
the twentieth century. Between the end of 
World War II and the early 1970s, Detroit 
experienced its most prosperous time, 
with strong manufacturing supporting 
sound city finances. However, increasing 
automation and outsourcing in the car 
industry, and competition with foreign 
carmakers enormously deteriorated the 
city’s economic situation. Manufacturing 
jobs were lost, the white middle class 
left the city, and the tax base necessary 
to support city services was reduced. 
Unemployment, crime, and poverty 
increased. Today, about 20% of Michigan’s 
homeless live in Detroit, and the city houses 
approximately 7.2% of the state population.

Yet, the current fiscal dilemma of 
Detroit was caused not only by the loss of 
manufacturing, but also by specific state 
policies. A 1998 state law required all 
cities in Michigan to reduce their personal 
income taxes every year, which contributed 
to subsequent fiscal crises. The governor’s 
appointment of an EM will not improve the 
Detroit’s fiscal situation precisely because 
the EM is not allowed to raise taxes, only 
to cut spending. Without the ability to 
raise revenues, Detroit will find it difficult 
to solve its budget crisis and experience 
economic improvement. The state could 
help Detroit with financial aid, but Snyder 
has already announced that he will not use 
state funds to bailout Detroit, although 
the State of Michigan announced a $457 
million surplus in 2012. Much of the fiscal 
problem is based on raising taxes for public 
workers’ pensions, lowering the earned 
income tax credit for the working poor, and 
removing deductions or tax exemptions 
going to middle-income people, while 

giving $1.7 billion dollars in tax breaks to 
businesses in the state and reducing revenue 
contributions to the city by 10%. Snyder and 
the state politicians have not only weakened 
the fiscal situations of Detroit and other 
cities but are also now unwilling to support 
the struggling cities when they are in need.

The social and economic implications 
of a state takeover of Detroit will be severe. 
The city of Pontiac, which is already under 
emergency management, has seen its 
crime rate increase following the cutbacks 
in its firefighting and police services. The 
EM of Flint has cut city employee wages 
by 20% and employee pensions by 50%, 
while doubling water and sewer rates 
for residents in the past two years. Even 
before the appointment of an EM, Detroit 
Mayor Bing has imposed a 10% pay cut on 
city workers. What do all these austerity 
measures mean for Detroit’s economy, 
one that will likely see even more austerity 
under an EM? One report by the Institute 
for Wisconsin’s Future argues that cutting 
wages, pensions, and health care for state 
workers in Wisconsin will yield 9,900 

job losses in the private sector, because a 
loss of purchasing power among public-
sector workers will be felt in other fields of 
employment as well. Detroit appears poised 
for a similarly dire future. Between 2009 
and 2012, the public sector across the U.S. 
shed 627,000 jobs, most of which were in 
state and local governments. Furthermore, 
the private sector will be reluctant to invest 
while the government does not drive the 
hiring process. Moreover, any job gains that 
occur will be far smaller than they could 
have been if the government created jobs. 
This process of reduced public expenditure 
will undermine economic recovery, which 
is a pre-requisite to improving the fiscal 
health of cities like Detroit. While the 
Governor of Michigan might make grand 
pronouncements about how much he cares 
about fixing Detroit’s fiscal crisis, appointing 
emergency managers is unlikely to improve 
Detroit’s finances or economic health.

This article was written in April 2013, 
prior to Detroit’s declaration of bankruptcy.

DETROIT BANKRUPTCY BREAKDOWN

$6 
Billion

$2 
Billion

$9.5 
Billion

Water	  &	  Sewerage	   Unsecured	  Bonds	   Pension	  &	  Healthcare	  Costs	  
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The Boston marathon runner’s 
experience changed swiftly from 
a moment of glory to a moment 

of terror on Monday, April 15, 2013. Two 
bombs exploded near the finish line, 
causing death and injury to both the 
participants and the fans that had come 
to celebrate with them. The devastation 
of tragedy soon overwhelmed the 
event’s pervasive joy of accomplishment. 

In the aftermath of these occasions, it is 
natural to question whether governments 
should discourage, or perhaps outlaw, 
large sporting events due to their 
inherent danger. Uncomfortable to 
think about, it is nonetheless true 
that the intense concentration of 
civilians and the highly publicized 
nature of these events create unique 
opportunities for acts of terrorism. A 
common objective of terrorists is to 
make us so afraid of the possibility 
of attacks that we cease holding such 
events. If we act upon this fear in this 
way, they win. But this is not about 
winning and losing; this is about 
safety. And there is no such thing as a moral 
victory when it comes to innocent lives.

So, are you ready to petition away large 
sporting events? Before you, or anyone, 
signs, let us take a step back. As a lifelong 
sports fan, I know that monumental 
sporting events have more to offer than 
just an opportunity for danger. Recent 
historical events, such as the 1995 Rugby 
World Cup, serve as great examples.

In pre-apartheid South Africa, rugby 
was religion to white people and, for that 
reason, anathema to blacks. Paradoxically, 
President Nelson Mandela, in a stroke of 
genius, used this point of contention as 
a source of unity. Mandela took a leap of 
faith and allowed the World Cup to be held 
in South Africa, offering an olive branch 
to whites. Meanwhile, he galvanized the 
blacks to support the team they had hated. 

The South African team won the cup that 
year, and both blacks and whites celebrated 
together through the night, fostering 
a positive and enduring relationship.

Of course, there are examples in history 
of sporting events having quite the opposite 
effect, and it would be irresponsible not to 
recount one. Leading up to what is now 
referred to as the “Munich Massacre,” Israeli 
athletes were extremely nervous about their 
safety at the 1972 Olympics, as these were 
the first Games hosted by Germany since 

the Nazis had hosted in 1936. Tensions 
were, as they are today, high between 
Israelis and Palestinians. In the middle of 
the night, on September 5, 1972, members 
of the Palestinian terrorist organization 
Black September took hostage of, and later 
killed, 11 Israeli athletes. An event that 
hoped to act as the epitome of world unity 
through sport became just the opposite.

There is no way to compare the unity 
provided from the first example to the 
tragedy that occurred in the second. There 
is, however, a critical difference between the 
two events. In the cases of Nelson Mandela 
and Black September, the former did 
something spectacular, but also something 
spectacularly difficult; whereas the latter 
did something horrible, but, quite frankly, 
horribly easy — they merely had to jump a 
six-foot wall to break into Olympic Camp. 

What Mandela was trying to achieve may not 
have been possible without sport, whereas 
the damage done by the Munich Massacre, 
as sad as it is, could have been done in any 
number of ways. For South Africa, sport 
was a vehicle to unity; in Germany, it was 
merely a bystander to an act of hatred.

So, too, can we reflect on the Boston 
Marathon and say that, as unfortunate 
as the bombings were, the marathon was 
not an enabler of terrorism. To look for 
a current example of unity, we need not 

turn our attention to another event. The 
outpour of prayers and warm words for 
Boston and its victims was amazing, and 
the first-responders are inspiring. The 
togetherness displayed immediately after, 
and the support exhibited throughout 
the news, Facebook, and Twitter, are far 
stronger than the explosion of any bomb.

Of course, all that can be done to 
stop tragedies like these bombings from 
occurring should be done. Security 
around sporting events has never been 
higher. Terrorism is on many people’s 
minds — what was your first thought 
when the lights went out at Super 
Bowl XVII this year? But to think that 
sporting events are creating opportunities 
for tragedy is the wrong approach.

Sporting events offer an 
opportunity for unity, not destruction.

STORY BY ZACHARY WEINER

SPORTING GOODS
What We Can Learn From the Boston marathon BomBings

“…To think that sporting events are 
creating opportunities for tragedy 
is the wrong approach. Sporting 
events offer an opportunity for 
unity, not destruction.”
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was shot down after members of Congress 
and lobbyists accused the legislation of 
infringing upon the rights of companies. 
They claimed the legislation would unfairly 
force businesses to spend resources on 
improving their security systems — even 
though 90 percent of critical infrastructure, 
like water treatment systems and power 
plants, fall under the control of these 
private companies.  The current executive 
order, which only has “recommendations” 
that organizations are not compelled to 
follow, is clearly not enough in the face of 
current hacking threats.

The U.S. and its allies have recently 
been subject to several small-scale cyber-
attacks, emphasizing the need for stronger 
protection. In February, an American 
computer security firm identified a 
tower in the outskirts of Shanghai as the 
headquarters for the People’s Liberation 
Army and the base for hackers who have 
been targeting the Coca-Cola’s systems, 
the U.S. electrical power grid, and many 
other databases.  In March, a hacker group 
called the Syrian Electronic Army hacked 
the Twitter account of BBC Weather and 
published a series of tweets supporting 
Syrian President Bashar al-Assad.  Some 
have called the potential of malicious code 
to wreak havoc the next generation of war. 
As vulnerabilities in global infrastructure 
systems grow, governments need to ramp 
up their efforts to combat technological 
attacks before a serious disaster occurs. 

Our leaders are trying to warn us 
before it is too late: the U.S. is 
being threatened by attacks in 

unprecedented territory. In October 2012, 
former Defense Secretary Leon Panetta 
expressed his growing concerns about an 
impending “cyber-Pearl Harbor” on the 
U.S. As businesses and the government 
become more reliant on technology and 
the Internet for their essential operations, 
the infrastructure of the U.S. is becoming 
more susceptible to cyber-attacks from 
countries like China, Iran, and Russia and 
various militant groups. In his latest State 
of the Union speech in February, President 
Obama issued explicit warnings for the 
nation: “Now our enemies are seeking the 
ability to sabotage our power grid, our 
financial institutions, and our air traffic 
control systems. We cannot look back years 
from now and wonder why we did nothing 
in the face of real threats to our security 
and our economy.”  Soon afterward, 
President Obama signed an executive order 
that promotes sharing the latest data on 
cyber-threats with private companies and 
providing them with recommendations on 
how to better defend against attacks.

This order is a weaker alternative to 
the cybersecurity legislation that Congress 
failed to pass last year. The legislation had 
called for companies to adhere to security 
standards and “mandatory minimums for 
cyber intrusions into critical infrastructure,” 
according to the White House.  This 2011 bill 

CYBERSECURITY 
THE NEED TO TAKE ACTION
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The world of hackers is a complex 
one, and the U.S. government and 
cybersecurity firms must be prepared to 
speak their language if they want to recruit 
these hackers for their defensive teams. 
One system of classification identifies 
hackers by their motivations. “Black 
hats” are common computer criminals 
who hack out of maliciousness and for 
theft; “white hats” are ethical hackers 
who support cybersecurity; and “gray 
hats” inhabit a questionable in-between 
zone. The U.S. government needs to 
recruit the “white hats” before it is too 
late. James Lyne, a 27-year-old computer 
genius, was interviewed on the television 
program “Real Time with Bill Maher” and 
explained how he ended up working at an 
elite cybersecurity firm. At the age of 13, 
Lyne was already an adept hacker and very 
involved in the online hacker community. 
He credited luck for not becoming one 
of the “bad guys”: “I could very easily at 
that age have run into someone maybe 
from a Russian cyber criminal gang…
and they could have convinced me to go 
in the wrong direction.” Lyne’s mentors 

and parents encouraged him to work for 
cybersecurity causes. Other teenagers with 
the same degree of technological talent 
as Lyne but less prodding in the right 
direction may be tempted to join the “black 
hat” hackers.

It is crucial that the groups advocating 
for cybersecurity recruit this talent before 
they begin working on the malicious code 
that is targeting infrastructure systems and 
large businesses. Luckily, the American 
government has launched recruiting 
initiatives, although the programs lag 
behind the recruiting of malicious hacker 
groups. Under the leadership of Secretary 
Janet Napolitano, the Department of 
Homeland Security has started programs 
based on two tenets that they believe will 
attract the best hackers: “Start young, and 
make it a game, even a contest.”  Security 
experts have designed the Virginia 
Governor’s Cup Cyber Challenge, which 
brings the most skilled young minds 
together to compete in military-level tests 
for cracking passwords and breaking into 
websites. However, the People’s Liberation 
Army of China has been conducting 

similar computer challenges since 2005. 
One of their most successful participants, 
Tan Dailin, used his skills to break into 
the Pentagon’s system and send U.S. 
government documents back to China. 
Homeland Security has a long way to 
go before its cybersecurity efforts match 
the breadth of China’s programs and the 
recruiting of militant groups.

Here at Penn, upperclassmen go through 
On-Campus Recruiting to find the perfect 
job, often in the financial sector or at 
engineering firms. Talented hackers across 
the world are also recruiting for jobs and 
making tough decisions — sometimes the 
decision is whether to work for Homeland 
Security or choose the more lucrative 
option of joining hacker “armies.” Until 
the U.S. is ready to ramp up its defenses 
with more extensive security standards for 
companies, hard-hitting legislation, and 
more developed recruiting programs, our 
essential online infrastructure remains 
vulnerable. The U.S. must take action before 
Americans find themselves embroiled in 
the aftermath of a devastating “cyber-Pearl 
Harbor.”

ADVERTISEMENT



Following a century of relative stability, 
the U.S. incarceration rate began 
to rise steadily in 1973. Indeed, the 

correctional population nearly quadrupled 
between 1980 and 2010. By 2007, one in 
every 31 adults was under some form of 
correctional control, according to the Pew 
Center on the States. Even these numbers 
obscure the extraordinary concentration 
of imprisonment in poor, minority 
communities. Among black men born 
between 1965 and 1969, incarceration 
has become a more common life event 
than graduating from college. And, unlike 
college, incarceration is associated with 
lower employment, as well as greater rates of 
homelessness and mental and physiological 
illnesses. These consequences fall not only 
on offenders but their dependents as well. 
Incarceration increases the likelihood of 
poor health, depression, school failure, and 
delinquency among inmates’ children in a 
nation where one in every 28 children has 
an incarcerated parent. 

Rarely does mass incarceration appear 
in national political debates, but its effects 
on poor communities are devastating. 
Nationwide statistics often obscure just 
how massive the impact is in the areas 
where incarceration has been so heavily 
concentrated. The direct costs to taxpayers 
of this decades-long incarceration binge 
were hidden in a booming economy; the 
indirect costs are concentrated in a relatively 
small number of poor communities with 
little political influence, neatly hidden from 
public view. Innovative correctional models 
can alleviate some of the direct costs to 
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governments, but reducing the indirect 
costs is much more complex. Higher levels 
of incarceration represent, in a literal sense, 
greater numbers of arrests and longer 
sentences. More than that, however, they 
capture the hopelessness of poverty in the 
small portion of American society trapped 
in it. Rethinking corrections and criminal 
justice requires rethinking the wholesale 
treatment of poverty in America. 

Doing so is particularly important 
for post-industrial, high-crime cities like 
Philadelphia. My research in Philadelphia 
shows just how concentrated and 
widespread incarceration is in this city. Vast 
swaths of North and West Philadelphia are, 
essentially, incarcerated communities, 
many of them rather close to, but extremely 
isolated from, Penn. The average number 
of college graduates per square mile in 
Philadelphia is 700. The areas shaded in 
red on the map have concentrations of 
reentering jail and prison inmates equal 
to and sometimes much higher than this 
number. It is not a stretch to say that one is 
more likely to meet a formerly incarcerated 
person than a college graduate in these 
communities. Even community members 
who have not been incarcerated have likely 
seen a friend or relative incarcerated. 

Unsurprisingly, these are some of the 
city’s poorest and most socioeconomically 
disadvantaged areas. The number of ex-
offenders in a given zip code or census 
tract is associated with lower levels of 
education, higher rates of poverty, greater 
welfare receipt, and, of course, higher 
crime. Moreover, while incarceration is 

undoubtedly the result of concentrated 
disadvantage, it also exacerbates 
community disadvantage. In a longitudinal 
study, Robert Sampson and Charles Loeffler 
demonstrated that the incarceration rate 
has a reciprocal impact on community 
disadvantage over time.

What benefits might justify these 
significant and concentrated costs? 
Researchers consistently tie the 1990s 
drop in crime to increased incarceration, 
alongside other factors. It makes sense 
that putting more people in prison for 
longer periods of time reduced crime rates. 
The 1990s crime decline also significantly 
reduced victimizations in poor, minority 
communities, where both offenders and 
victims are heavily concentrated (indeed, 
in many cases there is a great deal of 
overlap between offender and victim 
populations). But mass incarceration was 
not an exact or scientific process. Instead, 
it lassoed serious and minor offenders 
alike, subjecting them both to the relatively 
expensive sanction of incarceration. While 
economists John DiIulio and Anne Piehl 
estimated — based on jury awards to crime 
victims and state correctional expenditures 
— that imprisoning violent and property 
offenders was cost-effective, imprisoning 
drug offenders resulted in an aggregate 
benefit of just $0.36 for every dollar spent 
on corrections. Of course, imprisonment 
is also costly to incarcerated individuals 
— who often have difficulty finding jobs 
and housing once they leave prison — and 
to the growing number  of incarcerated 
communities, which suffer from eroded 

tax bases, low human capital, stunted 
economic development, and depopulation. 
Piehl and DiIulio did not — and could not 
— estimate these costs. 

Mass incarceration is ultimately a 
circular process, and at the other end 
is prisoner reentry. Increasing prison 
populations have resulted in increasing 
populations of “ex-offenders” reentering 
society, typically more disadvantaged 
than when they entered prison. Reentry 
failure is unsurprisingly (if depressingly) 
common. The vast majority of ex-offenders 
are re-arrested within three years, and 43.3 
percent of those released in 2004 found 
themselves back in prison by 2007. If 
insanity is doing the same thing over and 
over again and expecting different results, 
American corrections are indeed insane. 
U.S. prisons and jails return enormous 
cohorts of poorly-educated men with 
dim prospects back to disadvantaged 
communities with little help and poor 
supervision. Despite high demand for 
in- and out-of-prison programming, few 
inmates ultimately receive these services. 
Further, unreasonably large caseloads for 
parole officers have ensured that inmates 
receive little help and supervision while on 
conditional release. 

A consistent theme of recent political 
debate has been the devolution of 
government responsibilities to individuals, 
“communities,” and the private sector. 
What potential do communities then have 
to lower their crime rates and reform ex-
offenders?

The answer is, unfortunately, not much. 

STORY BY MICHAEL SOYFER
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Offenders typically come from highly 
disadvantaged communities with little 
ability to accomplish these outcomes. 
Research in Chicago during the 1930s and 
1940s found that neighborhood crime 
rates were highly stable, even as social and 
ethnic composition changed. A resurgence 
of interest in neighborhoods and crime 
in the 1980s and 1990s, alongside more 
nuanced data, led to a better understanding 
of this dynamic. The communities that 
produce large numbers of offenders often 
lack social cohesion; they have high rates 
of family disruption, and residents tend 
not to stick around for very long. These 
areas are characterized by high rates of 
unemployment, little participation in 
community groups and organizations, and 
few constructive activities for youth. 

Institutional infrastructure is another 
major factor in a neighborhood’s ability to 
control crime and successfully shepherd 
ex-offenders through the reentry process. 
While still debated, neighborhoods’ crime 
and recidivism rates appear to be linked 
to their number of social service providers 
and community organizations. Just a small 
number of papers, including my own, has 
assessed ex-offenders’ spatial access to 
social service providers. In Philadelphia, 
social service providers are extremely 

concentrated in Center City, with just a 
small number of providers scattered across 
North Philadelphia and little coverage in 
West Philadelphia. And this does not seem 
to be engineered to offer easy access by 
public transit; traveling from the zip code 
with the largest number of ex-offenders 
to the zip code with the largest number 
of social service providers requires 80 
minutes, round-trip. Factoring in work and 
family obligations, this may be impossible 
for many ex-offenders. So much, then, for 
devolution to communities. 

Policing has been a particularly exciting 
area of criminal justice innovation over 
the past few decades, but corrections has 
not kept pace. In reforming correctional 
systems, governments and communities 
will have to play a role. As Mark Kleiman 
argued in a recent article in Democracy, 
we can reduce prison populations without 
necessarily increasing crime. Kleiman 
believes that this correctional revolution 
will take the form of greater emphasis on 
community corrections, leveraging new 
technologies and techniques to better 
control individuals on conditional release. 
This includes greater use of intermediate 
sanctions. Many parole officers fail to 
discipline their probationers and parolees 
for their first few technical violations, 
because the officers do not want to 
send these individuals back to prison 
for a technical violation. But after some 
unpredictable number of violations, 
the officer becomes frustrated. Hawaii’s 
Opportunity Probation with Enforcement 
(HOPE) program represents one alternative 
that is attracting an increasing number of 
adherents. The program replaces extreme 
and unpredictable consequences with 
swift, certain, and graduating sanctions. 
For instance, subjecting individuals to just 
a few days in jail after a technical violation 
can reduce their likelihood of ultimately 
ending up in prison for a much longer term. 
Actuarial sentencing and parole decisions 
that account for the likelihood of recidivism, 
which Kleiman does not mention explicitly, 
could also help to optimize sentence length 
and reduce corrections spending. 

Kleiman’s emphasis is on reducing costs 
and crime, and he is too dismissive about 
the potential of community institutions and 
reentry programs to help, even in the short-
run. Research in California discovered 
that the number of social service providers 

located near ex-offenders’ homes was 
associated with reduced recidivism. There 
are also some promising program models 
for reducing and delaying recidivism. 
Greater investment in the health and 
education of lower class mothers and 
children can help reduce crime, even if the 
effects are distant. Indeed, many “crime-
reduction tactics” — improving schools, 
increasing healthcare access, poverty de-
concentration, and so on — are desirable 
for other reasons.

Moreover, the recent focus on prisoner 
reentry fails to recognize that, in many 
cases, the intervention is itself the problem. 
American jails and prisons have raked up 
increasing numbers of low-grade offenders 
from poor neighborhoods and saddled 
them with lifelong criminal records. A 
recent natural experiment discovered 
that probationers are just as likely to be 
unemployed as released ex-offenders. 
Consequently, sentencing more individuals 
to community corrections might do 
nothing to improve their economic 
prospects, particularly if employers know 
about these individuals’ criminal records. 
Sealing the criminal records of low-grade 
offenders, while emphasizing rehabilitation 
over punishment, could help to ensure 
that ex-offenders’ punishment does not 
continue long past their sentences. 

These proposals could all help to 
reduce costs to government, as well as 
time in prison, but they still neglect the 
true, root causes of crime. All too often, 
someone’s criminal record is inextricably 
tied to where they were born and the 
opportunities that their neighborhood 
offered. Incarcerating fewer drug offenders, 
improving community corrections, and 
creating effective prisoner reentry programs 
are great first steps toward winding down 
mass incarceration. They are not sufficient, 
though. Mass incarceration is not the fault 
of just the criminal justice system. It is a 
product of our social and political system 
as a whole, of jagged opportunity structures 
that lock poor children into poverty, 
crime, or both. Longer prison sentences or 
innovative corrections models might lower 
recidivism, but they do not break this cycle. 
Greater investment in long-term strategies 
to combat poverty can. Only by offering 
people meaningful pathways out of poverty 
can we start to break the cycle of poverty, 
crime, and incarceration. 
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BLINDS
Politicians used to govern in the 

shadows; today, the political stage is 
often blindingly bright. For the past 

half century, “sunshine” has spread across 
the U.S. and other OECD countries, bringing 
public hearings and meetings, freedom of 
information (FOI) laws, ombudsmen, and 
more to the democracies of the world, while 
providing new points of access to policy 
formation and administration. There is 
ample reason to believe that a wholehearted 
embrace of transparency can strengthen 
democracy, but transparency is not a silver 
bullet solution to the problems of the body 
politic. Knowing the existence of a problem 
provides opportunities for citizens to act to 
fix the perceived wrongs of government, 
but it does not always empower citizens to 
do so.

If anything, die-hard transparency 
advocates may place too much faith in 
the power of citizen advocacy. While 
transparency is a prerequisite for 
democratic electoral accountability, it 
is not necessarily an effective antidote 

for failures within the system itself. 
Moreover, too much transparency can 
be downright dangerous. For instance, 
in the age of the 24/7 news cycle and the 
vicious party primary, politicians are often 
unable to make necessary concessions and 
compromises for fear that a stray tweet or 
newsflash will anger their highly polarized 
and energized base. Indeed, an excess of 
transparency may be a driving force behind 
the uncompromising, dominant mindset 
of our national politicians, a mindset that 
reinforces ideological polarization and 
gridlock. 

Examples abound of the limits of 
transparency at the federal level. In 
Citizens United v. FEC, the Supreme Court 
made clear that it expected the oncoming 
deluge of independent expenditures to be 
fully disclosed. The conservative justices 
reasoned that with sufficient transparency 
and independence, the First Amendment 
could be upheld without creating serious 
corruption concerns. However, that 
disclosure has failed to materialize, as 

organizations now funnel their super PAC 
contributions through anonymous 501(c)
(4) corporations, freeing super PACs of the 
need to reveal the origins of their wealth. 
Meanwhile, legislative and executive action 
to shore up disclosure law, such as Senator 
Sheldon Whitehouse’s (D-RI) DISCLOSE 
Act, have hit a wall due to a deadlocked FEC 
and Republican opposition in Congress. 
But even instituting stricter disclosure law 
would not eliminate the serious conflict of 
interest concerns generated by an enormous 
surge of campaign contributions from 
wealthy individuals and corporations. After 
all, Foster Friess, American businessman 
and Republican mega-donor, would have 
still supported Rick Santorum to the 
bitter end had his name appeared on all of 
Santorum’s ads. Still, most agree that strong 
disclosure rules are a net positive in the 
world of campaign finance; disclosure helps 
to enforce rules, limit corruption through 
public scrutiny, and allow the public to 
make more informed decisions. Disclosure 
must, however, be accurate, timely, and 
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comprehensive — often, it is not. Enhanced 
disclosure would be a step in the right 
direction, but it is far from a silver bullet 
solution.

In the world of lobbying, the 2007 
Honest Leadership and Open Government 
Act, which applied stricter disclosure 
requirements including “searchable, 
sortable, and downloadable” electronic 
records, is helpful and necessary but 
ultimately limited in efficacy. Lobbyists 
exert their real power through informal 
relationships that are often cultivated 
through the revolving door. Disclosure 
neither does nor can cover this critical 
aspect of the lobbying world. After all, 
how can one meaningfully define these 
informal personal relationships on paper? 
Additionally, due to the three-part “trigger” 
mechanism that legally defines lobbying, 
would-be influencers can avoid disclosure 
requirements altogether by de-registering 
and skirting the label, e.g., by spending 
less than 20% of their time on lobbying 
activities. Disclosure will not slow the 
revolving door. At its core, the U.S. political 
system is naturally permeable to conflicts of 
interest; there are no easy solutions, least of 
all transparency.

Moreover, secrecy is a vital prerequisite 
for legislative compromise, one that is 
in extremely short supply in a political 
age dominated by the 24/7 on-demand 
horserace of a news cycle. Indeed, as Penn 
Professor John J. DiIulio remarks, “The 
spirit of compromise is most likely to 
flourish if, and only if, leaders can negotiate 
and strike alliances, bargains, and, finally, 
compromises, mainly or completely in 
secret.” Jeffrey Birnbaum in Showdown at 
Gucci Gulch argues that the Tax Reform Act 
of 1986, one of the most lauded twentieth-
century compromises in American political 

history, could not have passed without a 
heavy dose of secrecy. In fact, the three-
week conference committee for the bill was 
conducted completely in private, because 
the important actors involved “believed 
that they had to shield [it] from lobbyists, 
the press, and the public in order to make 
progress” and to avoid getting slammed 
by powerful interest groups and hardline 
partisans. Today, the Twitterverse and 
blogosphere demand information minute-
by-minute. While three weeks without a 
congressional press conference might make 
a grand bargain on taxes possible, such a 
proposition is extraordinarily unrealistic.

On the one hand, sufficient transparency 
is a critical prerequisite for a responsive 
democracy. It is necessary to produce 
an informed citizenry and a responsible 
advocacy democracy. Undoubtedly, 
sunshine is a vital component of democratic 
accountability. Without transparency, 
corruption can abound. For example, in 
the negotiations that produced the Tax 
Reform Act of 1986, key decisions were 
made in secret, without public input, and 
by a small number of legislators wielding 
enormous power. Today, however, the 
sunshine can be imposingly bright. It may 
be time to consider significant reductions 
in government transparency, particularly 
by reducing the role of the media in politics 
and slowing the on-demand news ticker. 
This is no easy feat in a country with such 
a vibrant free press, but perhaps Congress 
could enact rules limiting press access 
to specific hours or establishing “media 
blackout zones” within the Capitol.

In the peculiar American democratic 
republic, accountability is diffused 
by design: legislators must be free to 
make alliances, bargains, and often ugly 
compromises shrouded in secrecy in 

order to shield themselves from the wrath 
of concentrated interests and extremists 
and in order to enact general-interest 
laws that benefit many at the cost of the 
few. Now, though, the pressures of a 
permanent campaign, a 24/7 news cycle, 
and asymmetric polarization have created a 
new polarized and impersonal politics with 
occasionally disastrous results. A surge of 
sunlight through the Capitol has rendered 
old political strategies impotent. As a result, 
there is a pressing need for a more potent 
model of American politics that can break 
gridlock without single-party rule. 

Closed-door deal-making is necessary 
but virtually impossible in Congress 
today, and increased transparency — in 
tandem with ideological polarization 
— is not helping. Some transparency 
laws, such as those involving campaign 
contributions and lobbying, will not harm 
the prospects for compromise, but they 
are not complete solutions. The question, 
then, is the following: what is the balance 
between too much transparency and too 
little? While there is no clear answer to 
this question, this much is clear: policy 
itself will not reduce the pervasiveness of 
the uncompromising mindset in American 
politics. That responsibility falls chiefly to 
legislators and the media. The former must 
begin to treat their political opponents as 
legitimate competitors with opinions worth 
listening to and bargaining with; the latter 
must realize that sensationalism and horse-
race coverage are both irresponsible modes 
of journalism that line the pockets of media 
agencies at the expense of the general 
education of the American public.

With that in mind, let us bring back the 
custom of the media in the days of FDR: let 
them talk off the record!
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Politics is often infected with a heavy 
dose of Orwellian doublespeak; to 
get at the truth or, more modestly, an 

interpretation of events less contradictory 
to the facts, it is imperative that one 
scrutinizes whatever the media and public 
personalities hurl our way, especially if 
it is “conventional wisdom,” “prevailing 
consensus,” or “metanarrative.”

The epic of China’s phenomenal rise 
or, to be politically correct, peaceful 
development, consists of such headline 
stories being bandied about. Since the 
world’s most populous nation embarked 
on its “Reform and Open Up” project in 
1978 under Deng Xiaoping’s leadership, it 
has made great strides toward closing the 
yawning gap between an impoverished 
China and its singular potential, and 
by extension, between China and the 
developed world.

Specifically, the Chinese economy has 
grown from a GDP of US$147.3 billion 
in 1978 to a GDP of US$8.47 trillion in 
2012,  which amounts to a stupendous 
cumulative growth of 5,650% in slightly 
over three decades. China’s importance to 
the global economy has been catapulted to 
unmistakable preeminence: the country 
now accounts for 9.5% of world trade and 
is expected to overtake the U.S. in 2015.  
At beginning of this century, 56 million 

Chinese belonged to the global middle 
class. By 2030, that number is estimated 
to rise to 361 million, more than the entire 
population of the U.S.  According to the 
World Bank, over 600 million Chinese 
have been lifted out of poverty from 1981 
to 2008.  (The Economist puts the number 
more precisely and breathtakingly at 680 
million, more than the entire population 
of Latin America. ) This is the chief reason 
why the United Nations was able to meet 
its Millennium Development Goal of 
halving global poverty five years ahead of 
its deadline of 2015.  

With respect to hard power, China’s 
military spending has burgeoned from 
US$18.3 billion in 1989, when the 
Stockholm International Peace Research 
Institute (SIPRI) started tracking China’s 
defense expenditures, to US$166.1 billion 
last year.  For the layperson, the ubiquitous 
“Made in China” label on all types of 
products is perhaps the most eloquent 
symbol of China’s growing heft. 

Unsurprisingly, but still worryingly, 
China’s remarkable progress has led some 
imaginative minds to complain that this 
ancient “Middle Kingdom” is a parlous 
hegemon willing and able to selfishly 
reshape the present world order — if 
not immediately then inevitably in the 
near future. One memorable chorister 

to join this bluster is the U.S. Director of 
National Intelligence, James Clapper, who 
controversially said in 2011 that China 
and Russia “potentially represent a mortal 
threat to United States.” 

Clapper is neither the first nor the 
highest-profile member of Washington’s 
elite to amplify the power that China 
currently wields. While on the 2012 
presidential campaign trail, former 
Massachusetts Governor Mitt Romney 
said, “The Chinese are smiling all the way 
to the bank…and taking a lot of [America’s] 
future.” Accordingly, the U.S. “can’t just sit 
back and let China run all over [the U.S.].”  

To be sure, the rhetoric describing China 
as an uber-economic and military power 
bent on flexing its muscles is not limited 
to the U.S. In May, Philippine President 
Benigno Aquino announced that his 
country, a treaty ally of the U.S. since 1951, 
will boost its military capabilities in order to 
“resist bullies entering [its] backyard.”  No 
one doubts who these said “bullies” are. This 
tune is being sung in the halls of academia, 
too: Cambridge University Professor Stefan 
Halper has asserted that “China remains 
an existential challenge, not a partner or a 
friend, to America and the idea of the West.”  
Stephan Schwarzman, Chairman and Chief 
Executive of the Blackstone Group, noted 
in an April interview with the New Yorker 
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A Tale of Two
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that “a hardcore, real anger toward China” 
exists in the West, especially after the Great 
Recession. 

The above snapshot constitutes the tale 
of the first China — one that is belligerent, 
strong, and most crucially, well on its way 
toward displacing the U.S. as primus inter 
pares in the community of nations. However, 
such a portrayal overemphasizes linear 
projections and downplays the complexity 
of international relations. After all, it is 
only under these projections that one can 
foresee the distant day in which the average 
Chinese citizen can live, in the full sense of 
the word, as well as, if not better, than his 
counterpart in the developed world, much 
of which remains Anglo-Saxon.

The tale of the second China is decidedly 
more cognizant of its herculean domestic 
challenges and relative geopolitical 
weaknesses. The former includes the 
widening income gap within and between 
provinces, environmental degradation, 
widespread corruption, demographic 
imbalances, and woeful standards of 
infrastructure, food safety, education, and 
healthcare, among numerous others. The 
latter includes longstanding territorial 
disputes such as the South China Sea and 

Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands, the albatross 
of rising anxiety among Asian countries 
toward China’s rise, and the Taiwanese and 
Tibetan issues.

Since the birth of the modern nation-
state, no country has been called upon 
to deliver so much to so many people in 
such a short span of time. In this sense, 
China is constantly flirting with unknowns 
and improvising on its dramatic and 
unprecedented endeavor to uplift 1.3 billion 
people from, as Marx put it, “the idiocy 
of rural life,” after the bloody excesses of 
Maoism. China’s transition from, crudely 
speaking, communism to capitalism is 
neither complete nor “smooth sailing.”

According to the Chinese Academy 
of Governance, the number of “mass 
incidents” (a euphemism for protests and 
other forms of popular unrest) has steadily 
climbed upwards in recent years. In 2010, 
there were over 180,000 recorded cases.  
While this alone does not point to an 
impending bankruptcy of the undemocratic 
Chinese political system, it offers a glimpse 
of the growing levels of social discontent 
within China with which the new Xi-Li 
administration must contend lest a more 
educated and variegated citizenry seriously 

contemplates and agitates for alternative 
sociopolitical compacts.

To be sure, a perfect society where milk 
and honey flow liberally does not exist on 
this side of heaven. Even in solidly First 
World America, serious doubts are being 
raised about the merits of the present 
social contract; social mobility is fraying, 
economic prospects are sluggish, and 
politicians seemed constitutionally unable 
to transcend partisan silos. Nevertheless, 
little purchase is given to calls for a 
fundamental overhaul of America’s political 
system. In other words, although it may be 
drying, a basic reservoir of trust among 
the American people for the system still 
exists. More bluntly, the Occupy Wall 
Street movement and its imitations will 
not morph into Beijing’s tragic June Fourth 
Incident, because the desperations (and 
governmental powers) in both societies are 
qualitatively different.

In addition, the economic gap between 
China and the U.S. remains wide. In 2010, 
at US$4,283, China’s per capita GDP was 
nearly one-twelfth of America’s, which 
stood at US$47,132.  In the same year, the 
U.S. had a Gini coefficient of 0.47, while 
China’s stood at 0.61.  Looking at median 

per capita income, the 
disparity comes into 
sharper relief: in 2010, 
the median American 
worker earned 
US$42,660 while his 
counterpart in China, 
US$2,062.  

Militarily speaking, 
China is far from 
achieving top dog 
position. In 2010, 
according to SIPRI 
figures, defense spending 
as a percentage of GDP 
was 4.8% for the U.S. 
(US$720.4 billion) and 
2% for China (US$136.5 
billion).  This translates 
into a per capita defense 
spending of roughly 
US$2,333 and US$102 
under the Obama and 
Hu administrations, 
respectively.  Of course, 
the U.S. and Chinese 
militaries have very 
different mandates, 
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which reflect the asymmetry in raw power 
between the world’s largest and second 
largest economies. The former, with 11 
aircraft carriers, is a complete superpower 
that can project military power in virtually 
all corners of the globe, whereas the latter 
can only be called a “superpower” with 
severe violence done to the term. China 
has only one aircraft carrier,  and the 
purported “Chinese Dream” does not, for 
good reasons, move the hearts of ordinary 
people the world over in quite the same way 
as America’s does.

As Harvard University professor Joseph 
Nye noted, “China still has a long way to go 
to catch up in military, economic, and soft 
power,”  and whether she ends up a benign 
or belligerent giant depends, in no small 
part, to how other countries, particularly 
the U.S., respond to this brave new world 
of bipolarity or multipolarity. It is useful 
to recall that over the millennia, China 
has been the victim of external aggression 
in more instances than it has been the 
aggressor, so the Chinese psyche has a deep 
appreciation of the symbiotic relationship 
between peace abroad and prosperity at 
home.

In sum, exaggerations of China’s 
intentions and capabilities must be 
tempered with a clinical assessment of the 
country’s domestic and regional situations. 
Historical analogies that liken China today 
to the Soviet Union during the Cold War 
or Nazi Germany in the 1930s must not 
be uncritically recycled. Stalin and Hitler 
never advised the people they led “to hide 
your light under a bushel and go quietly 
into the world,” as Deng did. 

Therefore, the tale of the Chinese 
renaissance, which shapes public 
perceptions, must ideally consider 
China’s past, progress, and problems. An 
overemphasis on any one dimension is 
dishonest and unhelpful in actualizing 
what the US National Intelligence Council 
(which, curiously enough, reports to 
Clapper) considers “the most plausible 
best-case outcome” – greater Sino-US 
cooperation — for the world in 2030.  
Indeed, per the logic of self-fulfilling 
prophecies, imprudent rhetoric might 
unwittingly make Thucydides’ insight 
regarding the Peloponnesian War a prudent 
prediction today: “It was the rise of Athens 
and the fear that this inspired in Sparta that 
made war inevitable.” 
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At a Philadelphia School District press conference last December, 
Dr. William R. Hite, Jr. described his daunting challenge that 
began three months ago when he first stepped into a school 

system that had experienced declining enrollment over the past 10 
years, had incurred a debt of $350 million under the leadership of his 
predecessors, and was lagging far behind the nation in proficiency 
in math and reading. As part of a two-year process resulting in 
recommendations to close and merge, relocate, or co-locate schools and 
programs, the School District of Philadelphia, led by Superintendent 
Hite, hosted a series of 20 Community Meetings between December 2012 
and February 2013 to allow stakeholders a space to provide feedback, 
make comments, and ask questions about the recommendations.

 These Community Meetings presented senior leadership 
from the School District of Philadelphia with the opportunity to, 
as one teacher, recorded in field notes from Bartram High School’s 
community meeting in January, put it, “take the moral leadership and 
moral action to get all of us [stakeholders] on [their] side.” However, 
through its decisions, words, and actions at Community Meetings, 
the School District senior administrators were unable to capitalize 
on the opportunity for community inclusion and engagement in the 
process of building a better system of schools. The District’s words and 
actions at Community Meetings has perpetuated weak community 
investment in the process of building stronger schools. Operating 
without the meaningful engagement or inclusion of core stakeholders 
has preordained the District’s reform efforts to failure.

 Community Meetings appear, on the surface, to be a forum 
for collaboration and mutual learning between Dr. Hite’s team and 
students, families, and parents. 

A transcription from a December Community Meeting documents 
their purpose as a design for the District to present their proposals and 
describe the process used to arrive at them. January Meetings were 
meant to allow for feedback from local stakeholders. February Meetings 
were to be used as District responses to recommendations, thoughts, and 
questions at January Meetings. February Meetings were later canceled 
and replaced with small, roundtable discussions with individual schools 
that did not get a chance to speak during January sessions.

However, District actions and words at Community Meetings failed 
to engage stakeholders in any meaningful capacity. Speakers at the 
Meetings were told to ask questions, were thanked for their questions by 
different representatives, and then complimented on their cooperation 
and patience. These responses acknowledged that meeting attendees 
had met their responsibilities as speakers by fitting into the roles that 
the District had prescribed: to ask questions that encapsulated key 
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This disengagement and 
exclusion from the process of 
school reform caused by the 
School District  makes the future 
of schooling quite grim. 
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community concerns and that the School 
District could answer. At the same time, 
the District was perceived to be in control 
of the Meeting agenda, and thus the agenda 
of school reform, recalcitrantly ignoring 
the concerns of community members 
in order to maintain its own power in its 
social spaces. Transcribed at a December 
community meeting for Edison High 
School, one speaker claims, “You all don’t 
want to listen; you just keep building 
prisons.”

Because Meeting attendees thought the 
district lacked community input, and was 
not creating a role for them to provide it, 
they fought during the month of January to 
create a space for teachers, students, parents, 
and other stakeholders to be included in the 
revision of the recommendations to close 
schools. The District, which thought it 
understood community concerns, ignored 
many of these comments throughout 
December and January Meetings. This 
process of school reform highlights the 
struggle of individual advocates, schools, 
students, teachers, and families to urge the 
District to include them in the process, 
and the resulting disempowerment of 
Community Members when the District 
was unable to or refused to do so. 

The School District encouraged the 
submission of alternate recommendations 
from students, schools, and other 
stakeholders that would achieve the same 
cost savings. More than 40 submissions 
were scanned and posted on the School 
District website. Many of these focused 
on individual schools, indicating potential 
partnerships and increased learning 
opportunities should the school remain 
open. 

Rather than acknowledge the merits of 
these alternate plans, Dr. Hite continued to 

analyze submissions by various school and 
community groups within the context of 
the larger school system. The district forced 
community members to assimilate to the 
ways that its representatives discussed 
school reform: instead of focusing on 
building a stronger system of schools, they 

spoke about school closures. In their minds, 
this was the unavoidable first step. No matter 
how many times Dr. Hite discussed his 
recommendations as a means to improving 
educational options, expanding career and 
technical education, and providing courses 
such as music and art for all students, the 
anger and frustration at the School District 
for excluding core stakeholders from the 
decision-making process was salient. 

On January 9, 2013, at a Community 
Meeting at Edison High School, a parent 
with children who attend Ferguson 
Elementary School and Robeson High 
School, explained: 

We understand about the bills, but 
we have not been included as parents 
of children at these schools. We are 
like a rubber stamp. We have not 
been included in the decisions about 

our child’s schools. We want more 
inclusion. These meetings, yeah 
they’re inclusion, but they’re at the last 
minute.

This thinking implicates the district 
in refusing to view community members 

as partners in the process of creating 
better educational options for all students. 
Wadeah Reynolds, a parent of a student at 
Lankenau High School, summed this up 
nicely on January 15, 2013 at Martin Luther 
King, Jr. High School:

It appears that the proposal has 
already been developed, that parents 
don’t have the option, that students 
don’t have a choice. It would have been 
good to have more intimate settings 
so parents could give more valuable 
input in a smaller setting. It’s unfair to 
have my child submerged into another 
school that we didn’t choose.

Ms. Reynolds puts the District’s ideology 
against that of community members. The 
District developed proposals that would 
achieve financial stability and improve 
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educational options for all students. Ms. 
Reynolds, however, feels as if she had little 
say in the recommendations, and that 
these options were inadequate. Because 
the School District did not include local 
stakeholders in the process of creating the 
proposals, they refuse to accept them as 
their best interest.

This disengagement and exclusion from 
the process of school reform caused by 
the School District of Philadelphia makes 
the future of schooling in Philadelphia 
quite grim. Without considering students, 
parents, teachers, and other advocates 
and activists partners in the formulation 
of school reform, and lacking financial 
and human capital to achieve the types of 
schooling that Dr. Hite’s team envisions, 
the School District will ultimately fail to 
improve its school system through these 
reform efforts. At stake is the perpetuation 

of cycles of poverty that many of the city’s 
residents have endured for decades. 

While it may be true that the 
District reforms (a revised version was 
recently approved by the School Reform 
Commission, Philadelphia’s mayor- and 
state-appointed school board) can provide 
educational options for all students, these 
options will not necessarily be good ones. 
The lack of engagement or inclusion of 
community members in the process of 
school closures will translate to exclusion 
and less meaningful involvement on the 
part of students, families, and teachers in 
building better schools in the post-reform 
era. 

As large cities including New York, 
Washington, D.C., and Chicago begin 
to close schools en masse, they might 
look to Philadelphia as a non-example 
of generating community investment for 

difficult decisions in the ongoing process 
of school reform as a result of inadequate 
public planning. Without creating 
participatory processes that meaningfully 
include core stakeholders in the process 
of school reform, large, urban districts 
will be unable to shift the conversation 
from “school closures” to “school reform,” 
because this authentic engagement is a vital 
link in the success of students and schools. 
As the School District of Philadelphia enters 
the post-reform era, it must create spaces 
that include and engage students, families, 
and parents, especially considering the 
pending instability that is likely to affect 
students and teachers who are shuffled 
to different institutions across the city. 
This is paramount not only for successful 
implementation of Dr. Hite’s plan at present, 
but also for the long-term improvement of 
the school district he manages.
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First, I’d like to ask you a little bit about 
your background. What made you 
want to go from teaching to more of an 
administrative role?

 
I really wanted to be in a position where 

I could affect change at scale, and I have the 
most incredible respect for teachers who 
work every day with literally hundreds of 
students, and I was at a point in my career 
where I was interested in working not 
within a single school, but across schools 
and across systems. So it was really my 
desire to have change at the level of the 
system rather than in my classrooms.

Talking about change in the system, let’s 
move to issues that are politically pressing 
right now. There is an ongoing budget 
crisis, and it was reported that you are 
closing schools and cutting thousands of 
jobs right now. Noontime aides, school 
secretaries, assistant principals are being 
cut across the board. How are you dealing 
with the budget crisis, and what are the 
most difficult choices that you have to 
make?

 
The way we’re dealing with the budget 

crisis is that we are doing our very best to be 
fiscally responsible, and what that means is 
that we are only budgeting for money that 
we know we have. You’ve heard about the 
$304 million structural deficit that we’ve 

got for this coming fiscal year, and we made 
a decision to budget only for the money 
that we have at hand, and not for money 
that we wished we had. So the first way that 
we’re dealing with the budget crisis is we’re 
making a lot of incredibly hard decisions in 
order to live within our means. That’s why 
we closed the number of schools that we’ve 
closed. That’s why we recently announced 
the number of layoffs that we announced. 
That’s why we are asking for shared sacrifice 
from every single one of our partners from 
charter colleagues to employees and so on. 
So the first thing we’re doing is trying to live 
within our means.

The second thing we’re doing is we’re 
working incredibly hard to try and get 
additional revenue from the city and the 
state, and we are, I think, making some 
progress on that front. I’m sure you’ve 
read the news about what’s happening in 
the city and at the state level. So we are 
cautiously optimistic, but again, none of 
that is guaranteed until the city passes their 
final budget and the state passes their final 
budget, hopefully on June 30th. So we are 
doing our best to balance what we know we 
have with what we’re asking for.

 
Is there any way, besides this potential 
windfall of money that you may or may 
not be receiving, to save a lot of these 
extracurricular activities or the important 
administrative staff? Is there anything else 

that could be done?

 I won’t at this point say that there is 
nothing else that could be done, because 
I’m a firm believer that you have to leave no 
stone unturned. What I will say is that we 
have spent the past several months trying 
to find cost savings and cost reductions at 
every corner of the organization, because 
the last thing in the world we would ever 
want to do is impact the experience of 
students and their families.

So I don’t believe at this point that there 
are any large cost savings measures that we 
could take that would free up resources to 
put extracurriculars back into schools. What 
I do believe is that we have an opportunity 
to keep looking for cost-saving measures, 
which we will do, and focus on the largest 
areas of opportunity for us which include 
additional, sustainable revenue from the 
city and the state and as I said, the shared 
sacrifice that we’re asking for from all of our 
partners and all of our employees. I think 
that’s the reality of where we are.

 
The Philadelphia Inquirer interviewed 
a lot of people whose jobs were being cut, 
and several of them said that they could 
not see how a school could be run without 
these positions. Where did you figure out 
that these were the specific jobs that were 
pretty much cut out of the Philadelphia 
education system?

INTERVIEW BY SAMUEL RUDDY
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AN INTERVIEW WITH

PAUL KIHN
Paul Kihn serves as the Deputy Superintendent of the School District of 
Philadelphia. His job is to be the second-in-command for Superintendent 
William R. Hite, Jr., and manage the day-to-day operations of the School 
District. Kihn is a former New York city public school English teacher and has 
taught English abroad.
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“ The first thing that we did when we were 
looking at the budget is that we identified 
the things which we were required to 
cover. So we have to pay our debt service 
or we’re in default, and we have to make 
the charter school payments or we’re 
breaking the charter school law. Then, we 
are left with an amount of money with 
which we have to cover the education 
within our own, district-run schools and 
the central administration. So we first went 
to the central administration and said, 
“What else can we take out of the central 
administration?” It was an additional 30%, 
which was on top of the almost 50% that we 
cut last year. So 60% or 70% has been cut 
out of the central administration, and there 
was literally nowhere else that we could see 
to reduce the central administration even 
further.

So then we’re left with the schools, and 
what we did was we looked at the school 
budgets. We divided the school budget 
equally among schools according to the 
formulas we’ve got in terms of where 
students are attending, and the money that 
was left in the school budgets paid for a 
principal and teachers up to the maximum 
class size and nothing else. So there was no 
money to pay for secretaries, and there was 
no money to pay for guidance counselors. If 
you think of the school building as a place 
where at a minimum, you will need an 
administrative leader as the principal and 
you’ll need teachers to teach classes, that’s 
essentially what we have.

Once we start receiving the additional 
revenue that we’re hoping to receive, we’ll 
be in the position to begin to bring back 
some of the services that you’re describing. 
So you could imagine the situation in which 
we would have enough money to bring back 
guidance counselors and/or secretaries 
and/or pay for some of the extracurriculars. 
The money that we receive from the city 
and the state is going to go into the schools 
in order for us to be able to afford those 
things that will make the schools look more 
like schools. I don’t think any of us believe 
that we will be able to effectively operate 
schools with only principals and teachers, 
but we are relying on the additional revenue 
we’ve requested in order for us to actually 
have the services that students and families 
deserve to have in their schools.

 
There has been public outrage about how 

to say that it was to come from some other 
area of the budget if they were to decrease 
services in some other area, or they found 
additional revenue somewhere, we would 
be, as I said, agnostic or indifferent as to 
where it came from. We just know that 
we need additional revenue to run good, 
quality schools. I mean one of the things 
that I would add, I guess, is that it’s a stark 
contrast when you compare prison funding 
to school funding, and we all know that a 
city and the state have to provide a variety 
of different services to citizens, which 
include both of these things.

I think I would say that I am hoping that 
in the next five, 10, 15, 20 years, we’ll get to a 
point where we actually need fewer prisons, 
and I think that the district and schools 
certainly have a role to play in that. I think 
about this in a sort of longer term vision 
about what it is we’re hoping to accomplish 
and the kinds of graduates we want to see 
emerging from our schools, people who 
go on to lead happy and productive lives 
and have access to good job opportunities, 
who go on to higher education or career 
technical training. If our vision comes to 
pass, I imagine we’ll be in a position where 
we’ll need fewer prisons. So that’s why the 
comparison is a stark one. But in terms of 
where we get the revenue, we’re agnostic.

 
As a former teacher, you’ve experienced 
this from both sides of the school 
administrative spectrum, first as a teacher 
and now as an administrator. What would 
you say is your opinion on “last hired, first 
fired” policies?

 
I believe that school administrators 

should have the maximum possible choice 
as to who is working in their buildings. As 
a principal and as member of a leadership 
team at a school, you have a vision for your 
school, you understand deeply the students 
who are attending your school, you know 
your families, and therefore you have a 
good sense of the kind of skills and abilities 
that you’ll need amongst your staff in order 
to effectively accomplish your mission. For 
that reason, I think that it’s important that 
principals and school leadership teams 
have choice over who is working within 
their schools, and I think it allows them to 
be more effective managers, if you will. I 
also believe that we have a lot of incredibly 
talented teachers currently working within 

the city is breaking ground on a new $400 
million prison complex while forcing you 
guys to make these bare-bone cuts. Could 
you comment on the city’s budget priorities, 
and what do you think the school district 
could have done with this money?

 
My first response is that I have a job to 

do, and the district has a job to do. And that 
is to do the very best that we can with the 
budget that we’ve got. I understand that 
the city and the state set their own budget 
priorities according to their own analysis 
and what they see is the need across all 
of their very complicated budgets, and it 
isn’t for me to say whether or not the city 
or state needs that additional prison. I 
actually don’t know. I haven’t looked at the 
evidence, I haven’t done the analysis. My 
understanding is that they do that, and they 
set their priorities across a lot of different 
services.

What I have to do, and what I think that 
we have to do with the district is that we 
must do the best we can with the budget 
that we do have and the budget we receive 
from the city and the state. As I’ve said 
before, I believe that the revenue that we’re 
getting from the city and the state is not 
enough for us to have the kind of school 
system that we want, and that’s why we’ve 
gone back to the city and back to the state, 
and we’ve said that we don’t think that on 
the first pass we’ve been allocated enough 
money to run our schools. And on both the 
city side and the state side, they are now 
saying to us, “Well, now that we see what’s 
happening in the district, we agree with 
you, and we’re trying to figure out how to 
provide you with additional revenue.”

I don’t know where they’re going to get 
that from, and in some sense, I’m agnostic 
in terms of where they’re going to get that 
from. It’s just important for me that we are 
provided with the revenue that we need 
to provide a good, quality education to 
students and their families.

It seems to me that, theoretically, if the 
city were to say that this $400 million that 
was going to build the prison is now yours, 
that would completely cover you’re budget 
deficit.

 
Our current budget deficit is $304 

million, and I think that if they said that it 
was to come from the prison, or if they were 
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our system, and I think that means that 
principals have a lot of choice as to who 
they want to work within their schools.
Could you explain what it means for 
schools to be converted in to Renaissance 
Charter Schools, which have also been in 
the news recently?

 
This is not a new idea, but it’s an idea 

that’s been around for a number of years. 
The Renaissance Charter Schools have been 
a part of the school district’s turnaround 
strategy. By that, I mean that we have a very 
particular approach that we take with regard 
to the district’s worst performing schools, 
and the idea is as follows: You identify the 
lowest performing schools and you convert 
them into so-called Renaissance Schools.

There are two kinds of Renaissance 
Schools. The first kind is the one operated 
by charter operators, and those are the 
Renaissance Charter Schools. The second 
kind of Renaissance Schools are called 
Promise Academies, because those are 
run by the district. So the district has a 
commitment to turn around its lowest 
performing schools by either converting 
them into Renaissance Charter Schools, 
which are special kinds of charter schools 
with special constraints attached to them, 
or by turning them into Promise Academies 
and running them within the district, just 
according to different sets of operating 
principles. And we continue to do both. 
We continue to do Renaissance Charter 
Schools, and we continue to do district-
run Promise Academies as a way of turning 
around our lowest performing schools.

 
Could you comment on what some of those 
constraints are?

 
The Renaissance Charter Schools look 

and act very much like neighborhood 
schools. They are required to take a 
catchment area of students, so they’re 
required to enroll basically only students 
that live in a particular neighborhood, and 

they have a set of performance standards 
that they are accountable to. So the idea is 
that the charter operator will come in and 
simply take over the running of a particular 
school in a neighborhood, working with 
all the same students who were attending 
and continuing to attend the neighborhood 
schools. Most free-standing charter 
schools, as you probably know, operate 
according to a lottery and can take students 
from anywhere in the city.

A Renaissance Charter School does not 
work that way. A Renaissance School has to 
stay within the school building, and they 
have got to accept students from within that 
neighborhood catchment area. So they act 
just like a neighborhood school, and they 
have to demonstrate consistent improved 
performance amongst the students who 
attend the school. And we’re very, very 
lucky in Philadelphia, because we’ve got 
the country’s best turnaround charter 
operators here in the city. This year we ran 
a process, we did a pre-screening, and we 
had three different charter operators who 
demonstrated significant improvements in 
the student outcomes based on their prior 
experience. So we’re fortunate that they’re 
here, and at the same time we remain 
committed to the district also doing its best 
to turn around low-performing schools 
according to the Promise Academy model.

 
The Governor and Congressman Bob 
Brady have been reported to be seeking 
funds as for the district. Are either of 
their plans realistic in terms of saving the 
schools from these cuts? Do you have any 
idea as to how much you are going to get 
and how much it will offset this crisis?

 
You know, at this point we don’t know, 

and as I said, that’s why we have the budget 
that we’ve got because we are budgeting for 
the money that we know we have. By the 
time you’ve published, we’re probably going 
to have much more clarity because the state’s 
budget is due by June 30. At that point, we 

will know more or less how realistic these 
plans are, and we’ve certainly heard about 
dozens of plans. As I’ve said to you, we are 
not in a position to assess which of these 
has greater or less merit. We simply have 
a financial crisis that we’ve asked the state 
to help us solve, and many people within 
the state have signaled their willingness to 
solve it.

There have been many, many, many 
different ideas. I don’t know which of these 
are more or less realistic or so-called, but 
what I do know is that there is an incredible 
willingness amongst people in the state to 
step up and help us resolve this, and we will 
know within the next couple of weeks what 
that looks like and whether or not it’s going 
to be possible.

And the same thing has been true for the 
city. Both the Mayor and the City Council 
have gone to extraordinary lengths to help 
us solve this financial crisis. And there were 
many ideas that were floated around in the 
city, and now it looks like the city has come 
together a particular set of initiatives that 
will come to provide the revenue that we 
have asked for from the city. But again, I 
think in terms of when the state budget is 
done over the next couple of weeks, we’ll 
have a clearer sense.

 
You mentioned earlier that you really 
wanted to affect change on a broad scale, 
and that is why you became a deputy 
superintendent. How do you see yourself 
improving the school system in the future?

 Well, I’ll tell you the things that I’m very 
focused on doing in order to help improve 
the system. The first thing is people, and 
education is an enterprise that requires 
talented people everywhere. If you think 
about the heart of the work that we do, it 
takes place in the classroom. So you’ve got 
to have incredibly talented, innovative, 
resilient, thoughtful people as teachers in 
every single one of your classrooms. We’re 
very lucky in Philadelphia, because we 
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literally have thousands and thousands of 
people like them working in our schools 
every day. And we have to continue to 
ensure that teachers have the support that 
they need to continue to do the work that 
they’re doing and also to improve the work 
that they’re doing just like any profession 
where you’ve got opportunities to learn 
more, to increase your skills and to get 
better at your job. And so the first thing 
that I’m focused on — that we’re focused on 
collectively — is ensuring that the teachers 
have the supports that they need to do a 
good job, to get you to do a good job, and 
to do better.

The same thing is true of principals. We 
will have a truly successful system insofar 
as we have excellent principals in every 
single one of our buildings, and we plan 
to do that. Again, we’re very fortunate, 
because we have hundreds of excellent 
principals currently, and we have to help 
them continue to improve and provide 
them the opportunities to do that. When 
people decide to leave, we also have to be 
recruiting the very best and brightest. That’s 
part of our plan also, and then you think of 
the schools as the heart of the enterprise, 
and everything else that we do and 
everything in this building — everything in 
the central administration — you’ve got to 
have great people who are supporting the 
principals and teachers. I’m very focused 
on ensuring that we’ve got the right talent 
as well, and that’s both in terms of hiring 
and in terms of helping people get better at 
their job. The first thing that I’m focused on 
in improving the system is working to make 
sure we’ve got the right supports  in place 
to help our people to continue to get better 
to deliver the best possible services to the 
students and their families.

The second thing is that we’ve got to 
make sure that what we’re doing in the 
classroom is the right thing, so that’s the 
curriculum. We have embarked on a process 
to make sure we all agree on a system 
of very high, very clear standards that 
parents understand, that all of our teachers 
understand, because the curriculum that 
we’re using in our classrooms is vital to 
making sure that all students are learning 
to a very high degree, they’re learning what 
they need to learn in order to go on to be 
successful in whatever they choose to do 
once they leave high school, once they 
graduate from high school.

Then the last thing I would say that I’m 
very focused on is this idea of innovation 
because I think history has shown 
throughout the country that the school 
districts that we have and the way that 
they’ve run have not been as successful as 
they need to be. Certainly not in the 21st 
century. So we have to think differently 
about how we’re providing school and how 
we’re providing education to all students. 
So, for example, the idea of a kindergarten 
through 12th grade for an entire year even 
though some of those students might take 
longer to learn that material and some of 
those students might take a shorter amount 
of time to learn that material. So you could 
imagine a pathway through school that 
is not based on the amount of time you 
need to spend in a grade, but rather, is 
based on whether or not you’ve learned a 
comprehensive set of material.

So we have to think of doing things like 
that. We’ve got to think about the best use of 
the disruptive technology that’s available to 
us now. I don’t ever believe that technology 
is a solution to anything, I believe the 
people who are using the technology are 
the solution to whatever challenges we 
face. So thinking about it again from this 
lens of innovation, we want to make sure 
we’re making the best use of technology to 
help us to think about schools differently 
and to help us personalize each student’s 
education so you know what they know 
and what they need to know, you can 
actually provide individualized support for 
individual students and you can help them 
to succeed basically at their own pace.

Those are some of the things that we’re 
thinking about — a system that is more 
personalized, that is built more around the 
needs of individual students, and that’s less 
focused on a way of doing school that feels 
a little bit antiquated now.

You spoke about recruiting the best and 
the brightest, but we often hear that 
teachers are underpaid. And with budget 
constraints, that is a tough balance to 
have to strike. Do you find that it has been 
difficult to recruit the talent pool that you 
are aiming for or do these commentators 
not know what they are talking about?

A couple of different answers to that 
question. The first is that I believe that in 
any profession where you want to recruit 

the best possible people, it is better if you 
can have flexibility in what you’re offering 
them as a salary. So I personally would 
love to be in a position where I could pay 
teachers more money if we felt as though 
it was going to help recruit the best people 
for the job. But I’ll also say that many 
people who go into teaching don’t value 
salary as the primary reason why they’re 
going in to the profession. Many people 
who go into teaching are mission-driven. 
Many people who go into teaching will 
say — and this is what research has shown 
— that they value the opportunity to learn 
and to grow as professionals above what an 
incremental salary might be. They value the 
quality of their principal and the quality of 
the leadership that they receive as being 
something that is more important for them 
than increases in salary.

And then what makes it a little bit more 
complicated is there are many people in 
the teaching profession who would rather 
see increases in salary that are based on 
performance rather than simple raises 
every year, and then you’ve got the final 
complicating factor of the real need to 
create some incentives to fill your hard-
to-staff positions. So, for example, in many 
districts, like in Philadelphia, we find it 
more difficult to find special education 
teachers and particular kinds of special 
education teachers than we do others. So 
if we’re going to differentiate salary, should 
we possibly be doing it there?

There are a lot of complications to the 
question that you’ve asked, and the simple 
answer is that if we were in a position where 
we could increase everybody’s salary in 
order to show that we value them and in 
order to recruit the best and the brightest, I 
think we’d certainly be very open to that. At 
the same time, I know a lot of people don’t 
go into teaching because they want high 
salaries. They go in for many other reasons.

This interview was conducted in June 2013. 
As of August 17, 2013, the School District has 
announced that it will borrow $50 million 
from the city against future collections of its 
extra 1% sales tax. The School District plans 
on re-hiring 1,000 of the 3,859 staffers laid 
off in June 2013.

This interview contains minor edits for 
grammar and clarity.
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support a consistent and comprehensive 
ethic of life and to pursue the common 
good. I am pro-life, and I believe that life 
begins at conception and ends when we 
draw our last breath. I also believe that we 
must protect and nurture life at every point 
in that process. My actions as a United 
States Senator have been consistent with 
this philosophy. Being truly pro-life means 
protecting the dignity and sanctity of every 
human being, including the poor, the 
disenfranchised, and the vulnerable, both 
before and after birth, throughout every 
stage of life. 

 
Given your career — you have served as 
State Auditor General and State Treasurer 
— what are some key differences you 
have observed between local politics and 
national politics? Is one more connected 
to the needs of ordinary citizens or more 
efficient? Is there effective communication 
between local politicians and national 
politicians? 

With regards to soft power, it is true that 
our Nation faces serious fiscal restraints and 
the international affairs budget will not be 
immune from scrutiny. However, relatively 
small investments in cultural exchanges, 
food and healthcare assistance, disaster 
relief, migration and refugee assistance, and 
governance initiatives can have a significant 
positive impact on American economic 
opportunities and diplomatic relationships. 
It is critical that U.S. foreign aid dollars be 
used efficiently and that they provide relief 
and promote opportunities for poor and 
underserved individuals and communities 
around the world. 

 
Your father, the late Governor Robert 
Casey, was a famous pro-life Democrat. 
Seeing as you are also a pro-life Democrat, 
how has your father’s legacy influenced 
you as a politician?

As a Pennsylvania public official and as 
a United States Senator, I have sought to 

As a member of the U.S. Senate Committee 
on Foreign Relations and as Chairman of 
the Subcommittee on Near Eastern and 
South and Central Asian Affairs, what are 
your thoughts regarding America’s ‘pivot’ 
to Asia? How can the U.S. best combine 
its projection of hard power — military 
redeployment, etc. — with soft power — 
cultural attractiveness, a value-driven 
agenda, etc. — in an age of austerity and 
apparent political gridlock?

As Chairman of the Subcommittee on 
Near Eastern and South and Central Asian 
Affairs, I maintain a strong interest in the 
region, particularly with regards to China. 
China is a rising power in every sense; its 
economy is booming and, as a result, the 
country is playing a more assertive role on 
the diplomatic stage. For these reasons, it 
is not an exaggeration to say that America’s 
relationship with China will be one of the 
most important bilateral relationships for 
the United States this century.

Senator Robert P. Casey, Jr., (D) is the senior U.S. Senator from Pennsylvania. Serving since 2007, Senator Casey has made it his top 
priority to help create and incentivize the creation of family sustaining jobs and to help workers who have lost their jobs through no 
fault of their own. He has served as Pennsylvania Treasurer and Pennsylvania Auditor General, and his father, Robert P. Casey, Sr., 
was the former Governor of Pennsylvania.
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spending that will protect and create jobs.
 

Amtrak has become quite expensive for 
the government to handle. In fact, former 
Massachusetts Governor Mitt Romney 
considered privatizing Amtrak, an 
initiative that Democrats criticized. What 
do you see as the federal government’s role 
in Amtrak in the future?

During my time in the U.S. Senate, I have 
acted as an advocate for Amtrak. Last year, 
I voted in favor of providing $1.4 billion 
to Amtrak, and I have strongly supported 
continued investment in the Northeast 
Corridor, which runs from Boston to 
Washington, D.C., and serves Philadelphia. 
I will continue to advocate for robust 
investment in Amtrak and our Nation’s 
high speed rail corridors. The continued 
development of high speed rail corridors 
serves a dual purpose in relieving the 
congestion on our overburdened highways 
while reducing carbon emissions. I am 
supportive of this critical infrastructure 
investment and will continue to work 
for the development of high speed rail in 
Pennsylvania and across the Nation.  

 
What do you consider to be appropriate 
immigration reform, and what do you 
believe is the future of immigration 
reform?

The issue of immigration can be 
controversial, but few would disagree that 
our immigration system as it exists today 
is broken. I strongly believe that Congress 
must continue to work toward resolution 
of this crisis. We must forge a solution to 
both legal and illegal immigration that is 
comprehensive, tough, practical and fair. I 
also believe we must continue to prioritize 

Public service at any level is a privilege; 
each and every politician should always 
work as hard as possible to ensure that they 
remain connected to the needs of the citizens 
who have given them their trust. In my eight 
years as Pennsylvania Auditor General and 
two years as State Treasurer, I focused on 
making government more accountable and 
responsive to the needs of Pennsylvanians. 
As a U.S. Senator, I approach each issue with 
the knowledge that I was elected to fight for 
Pennsylvania priorities and Pennsylvania 
values. Although I try not to weigh in too 
often on matters that fall strictly under 
the jurisdiction of the Pennsylvania state 
government, I frequently communicate 
with local leaders on federal issues 
important to our Commonwealth.   

 
Sequestration has been the buzzword in 
Washington, D.C., recently. These cuts 
have also directly affected the University 
of Pennsylvania, e.g. through its effects 
on research funding. What major cuts are 
going to hurt the residents of Pennsylvania?

Economists have warned about the 
large impact that sequestration will have 
on our economy. According to a study 
conducted by George Mason University, 
Pennsylvania could lose over 80,000 jobs 
if sequestration remains in effect. Allowing 
these indiscriminate cuts to harm our 
economy is the wrong policy when there is 
an alternative. 

Congress needs to make tough but smart 
decisions about our finances. Both sides of 
the aisle should come together to reverse 
the sequestration through a combination of 
revenues and budget cuts that will sustain 
the economy and protect the middle class. 
The American people deserve a balanced 
and reasonable approach to cutting 

securing our borders and we must solution 
to challenges related to guest workers as 
well. Moving forward, immigration reform 
is an issue that will benefit from further 
debate and consideration.

 
During your time in the Senate, what do 
you consider to be your biggest success? 
What major struggles have you and your 
fellow Senators faced?

I believe my biggest success in the 
Senate occurred in 2009, when the Senate 
approved my amendment to the FY2010 
Defense Appropriations bill to hold 
contractors accountable for the safety of 
military personnel while serving abroad. 
After I learned that Staff Sergeant Ryan 
Maseth, a Pennsylvania native, was killed 
while taking a shower in Iraq, I began 
pressing the Department of Defense and the 
contracting company involved for answers 
and assurances that U.S. troops will be safe 
from further accidental electrocutions.  
Thanks to my efforts, the final version of the 
Defense Authorization bill improved health 
and safety by ensuring that all electrical 
work meets certain defined standards. 
These provisions required the Department 
of Defense to insert into contracts explicit 
standards designed to prevent, among 
other things, shoddy electrical work, 
accomplished by requiring contractors to 
comply with “generally accepted industry 
standards” for fire safety, structural integrity 
as well as for the safety of electrical systems, 
water treatment and telecommunications 
networks.

 
Do you have any advice for Penn graduates 
who want to go into politics, and would 
you recommend it?

Working in the Senate, there is never a 
dull moment. As a Senator, I must attend 
hearings, investigate and understand the 
issues, and recommend a course of action 
on each piece of legislation. Being a public 
servant is often a difficult position, but 
throughout my career, I have found it to be 
incredibly rewarding. As I have said before, 
public service at any level is a privilege, and 
I would encourage anyone with an interest 
to pursue the opportunity to serve.

This interview contains minor edits for 
grammar and clarity.

“It is critical that U.S. foreign 
aid dollars be used efficiently 
and that they provide relief and 
promote opportunities for poor 
and underserved individuals. 
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You are currently the head of the Gun 
Violence Task Force. Do you believe that 
meaningful legislation can currently be 
passed despite Congressional gridlock and 
the influence of special interests? If so, how 
do you plan on achieving it?

I do believe it can be passed. The reason 
I do is that the American public has had a 
fundamental change of heart on the issue 
of gun safety after the tragedy of Sandy 
Hook. I believe eventually their voices will 
be more powerful and will have more influ-
ence than the N.R.A. We’re in the process 
of talking to the interest groups who rep-
resent the American people – law enforce-
ment, clergy, responsible sportsmen, hunt-
ers and many others – to encourage them 
to continue this fight with us. I’m also in 
discussion with a number of senators to de-
termine how we can get to yes.

 
Looking back on over 40 years in politics, 
how do you feel you have changed, politi-
cally and personally? What kind of legacy 
do you want to leave behind?

I have a heightened appreciation for the 
vastness and diversity of this country and 
a reinforced sense of optimism about its 
possibilities. The American people, given 
a fighting chance, have never, ever let their 
country down and have risen to every chal-
lenge. I continue to be persuaded that it’s 
never been a good bet to bet against Amer-
ica.

 
What was your major in college? How did 
your college experience shape your politi-
cal views and aspirations?

I had a double major in college – in 
history and political science. And it may 
seem somewhat ironic, but all they did was 
deepen my pre-existing political beliefs 
that I guess were the product of my fam-
ily, my faith and the times I grew up in. I 
entered college the year President Kennedy 
was elected. I’ve never lost the belief that he 
perpetuated that politics is both necessary 
and noble. And that the government’s pri-
mary role is to prevent the abuse of power, 
whether by an individual or entity. I still 

believe that.
 

Would you advise civically minded Penn 
students to pursue a career in politics? Do 
you believe politics is still an effective way 
to change society?

All politics is, is the constant negotiation 
between and among individuals to be able 
to promote a free and open society. I think 
it’s the only way to give life and stability 
to positive social changes that occur. I not 
only encourage it, but I believe you have 
an obligation to be engaged in the politi-
cal process. It doesn’t mean you have to run 
for office, but it means you have to be con-
cerned about who holds public office. Plato 
said it best when he said, “The penalty good 
men pay for indifference to public affairs is 
to be ruled by evil men.” And the more in-
formed you are, the higher the obligation.

This interview contains minor edits for 
grammar and clarity.
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AN INTERVIEW  WITH

VICE PRESIDENT JOE BIDEN 

Joe Biden is the 47th Vice President of the U.S. 
Serving since 2009 with President Barack 
Obama, Biden has focused on increasing 
the living standards of middle-class 
Americans, supporting college affordability, 
and developing American manufacturing. 
In the wake of the December 2012 Sandy 
Hook shooting, President Obama formed 
a Gun Violence Task Force, to be led by 
Biden, which will address the causes of gun 
violence in the U.S.

INTERVIEW BY SAREM GIZAW
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