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Raising young deficit hawks

Original Reporting | By James Lardner | Budget deficit, Education

February 3, 2011 — No one has done more than the 
billionaire private-equity investor Peter G. Peterson to 
stir America’s anxiety over deficits, debt, and what Pe-
terson (among others) considers out-of-control entitle-
ment-program spending. Those same concerns now lie 
at the heart of a “fiscal responsibility” curriculum being 
developed for America’s high schools. The curriculum 
bears the stamp of Columbia University’s prestigious 
Teachers College, but reflects the focus suggested by 
the Peter G. Peterson Foundation, which provided $2.4 
million in funding for the project.

Teachers College gave Remapping Debate access to a set of 24 lessons set to be test-taught in four 
states this spring prior to a wider roll-out in 2011-12. Heavily weighted toward the themes and argu-
ments of Peterson and other deficit hawks, the trial lessons could be seen as part of an effort by one 
of the country’s wealthiest men, now 82, to spread his gospel to coming generations. Although the les-
sons focus on the perils of public debt, they also suggest another danger — of an academic institution 
inadvertently lending its weight to a big funder’s cause.

The curriculum’s authors — a team of educators working under the supervision of Teachers College 
faculty — describe it as nonpartisan and “inquiry-driven.” Anand Marri, the assistant professor of Social 
Studies and Education in charge of the project, rejected the idea that Peterson and his foundation might 
be using Teachers College to promote an agenda. “People from the right and the left are going to find 
something wrong,” Marri said. “But the larger point of this curriculum is to get kids to think about multiple 
perspectives. We’re trying to give them as holistic a picture as we can.”

In their presentation of questions and selection of evidence, however, the trial lessons repeatedly point 
toward two core ideas of Peterson’s long crusade: first, that America’s future is threatened by deficit 
spending, and, second, that Social Security and Medicare have helped put our economy on an “unsus-
tainable course.”

http://www.pgpf.org/
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Debt and deficit, first and last

Andrew Fieldhouse, one of several economists asked by Remapping Debate to review parts of the 409-
page curriculum, objected strenuously to what he said was a loaded discussion of the debt and deficit, 
one designed both to fuel alarm and to put undue focus on the spending rather than the revenue side 
of things.

Fieldhouse, a federal budget analyst at the left-of-center Eco-
nomic Policy Institute, questioned the practice of treating taxes, 
spending and fiscal balance as issues unto themselves. “Bud-
geting is the numeric embodiment of all your national values 
and priorities,” he said. “It’s about the public goods you want to 
provide for the nation, and how you pay for them.”

The starting point of any discussion of public finances, Field-
house continued, should be a vision for the country and its fu-
ture, and, within that framework, a conviction about the role of 
government. A curriculum conceived in that spirit, he said, would 
explore a range of possible government missions — providing 
social insurance, funding education, investing in infrastructure, 
easing people’s fears, strengthening communities, smoothing 
out the economic cycle — before it tried to tackle questions of 
debt financing and fiscal responsibility. The trial lessons, which 
plunge right into these questions, rest on “a problematically nar-
row-minded view of the economy,” Fieldhouse said.

Robert Prasch, an economics professor at Middlebury College, 
voiced similar complaints about the way the curriculum deals 
with Social Security. “No effort is made to explore whether, and 
to what extent, there may or may not be a fiscal crisis facing 
Social Security,” Prasch said. “It is presumed or taken as an 
unimpeachable fact.”

In its discussion of Social Security and other issues, the curriculum does sometimes cite materials from 
liberal as well as conservative sources, but the effort to provide balance is often brief or oblique. The 
first of five economics lessons, for example, cites a proposal to gradually eliminate the social-security-
tax income cap, which currently stands at $106,800 a year. That step alone, the economist Teresa 
Ghilarducci is quoted as saying, would “solve the entire predicted Social Security deficit for 75 years.”

Out of four Social Security remedies laid out for consideration, however, hers is the only one that would 
not mean lower benefits for at least some recipients. Moreover, the lesson fails to provide what Ghilar-
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ducci and other retirement-policy experts regard as an important piece of background information: the 
fact that because of rising income inequality, the Social Security tax now covers only about 84 percent 
of all payroll income, down from the 90 percent target set by a reform commission in 1983.

By leaving that out, Ghilarducci told Remapping 
Debate, the curriculum creates an exaggerated 
impression of Social Security’s vulnerability. The 
same effect is created, she said, by repeated cas-
es in which the lessons lump Social Security with 
Medicare and Medicaid, two programs that face 
far more serious long-term problems.

James Galbraith, professor of government at the 
University of Texas, pointed out that the lesson 
containing Ghilarducci’s proposal leads off with an 
“essential question,” namely: “Should mandatory 
programs like Medicare, Medicaid, and Social Se-
curity be modified to address the national debt?” 
Not, “What is the national debt? Is it a problem?” 
Galbraith said. “Not ‘Should anything be done to 
address the national debt?’ Just ‘Should Medi-
care, Medicaid, and Social Security be modified 
to address the national debt?’”

Driving home the point

Students might be led to answer “yes” after browsing over the series of worrisome graphs, charts, and 
visual materials that accompany the chapter. Among them: a cartoon depicting a middle-class taxpayer 
staggering under the weight of  “the programs piled on the taxpayer’s back” (see cartoon at right); 
charts showing U.S. debt at historically high levels and illustrating the hefty share of federal spending 
taken up by Social Security, health programs, and defense; a graph suggesting that current spending 
trends are “not sustainable”; a second cartoon depicting a parent having to tell his young child that a 
towering and ominous mountain of debt will someday “all be yours” (see cartoon at bottom of page 5); 
and a second graph (this one supplied by the conservative Heritage Foundation) purporting to demon-
strate the apparent futility of trying to address the entitlement programs’ problems with tax increases 
(see graph on next page). The last point is reinforced by the graph maker’s decision to present the 
cost of such tax increases as rising to the point where, by the year 2048, it would amount to an extra 
$12,078 “per household,” suggesting that the burden might fall equally on all households. That would 
only be the case, however, if the U.S. had meanwhile chosen to abandon its longstanding commitment 
to the principle of progressive taxation, in which high earners pay a bigger share of their income than 
lower wage earners do.

This cartoon (copyright Benjamin Hummel) appears in 
the first lesson of the curriculum and is sourced to www.
politixcartoons.com/wp-content/uploads/2010/01/the-
high-cost-of-it-all.jpg.



Remapping Debate             54 West 21 Street, Suite 707, New York, NY 10010             212-346-7600             contact@remappingdebate.org

4

The difficulties of raising sufficient revenue to make a serious fiscal difference are dramatized again 
in Lesson 3, “Taxation and the Federal Budget.” Here, all except one of the proposed tax measures 
— “Return the Estate Tax to levels set in 2001, before the Bush tax cuts” — involve personal income 
taxes. The lesson does not consider higher corporate taxes (or fewer corporate tax breaks), a financial 
transaction tax, or taxing capital gains as ordinary income — three options with the potential to raise 
large sums of money and make a major dent in the deficit without raising the tax obligations of the vast 
majority of Americans.

Remapping Debate raised these questions, and 
others, with Professor Marri. In a number of the 
specific cases cited, the lessons might appear to 
be skewed or lacking important context, he ac-
knowledged. But the curriculum is a work in prog-
ress, Marri added, and such problems will be ad-
dressed as time goes on.

How? Sometimes by adding a fact, sometimes by 
changing the sequence of material, sometimes by 
inserting a qualifying phrase such as “Some econ-
omists say…” That, for example, was how Marri 
proposed to deal with a passage in an introduc-
tory piece declaring that “our existing tax structure 
and government spending patterns, the rapidly 
rising cost of the way we deliver health care, and 
our mandated commitment to provide Medicare 
for a ‘booming’ population of retirees age 65 and 
older have put our economy on an unsustainable 
course.”

“The current budget deficit is $1.4 trillion or about 10% of the nation’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP) of 
$14.5 trillion,” students learn at the beginning of Lesson 6, entitled “The Federal Budget and the ‘Gray-
ing’ of America.’” Remapping Debate asked Marri about the failure to link those striking figures to three 
factors that go a long way toward explaining them: the tax cuts of 2001 and 2003, the unfunded wars 
in Iraq and Afghanistan, and the revenue declines and spending increases occasioned by the severe 
economic contraction of 2008-09. The curriculum’s authors are preparing a lesson on the Bush tax cuts, 
Marri answered. But he added that they had generally chosen to downplay events of the recent past, 
because “we didn’t want the lessons to get outdated.”

How was the project created?

This chart appears in the first lesson of the curriculum, 
and is sourced to http://www.heritage.org/static/reportim
ages/486AFAC04264DE5F8993FAE813878988.gif

http://www.cepr.net/index.php/publications/reports/the-benefits-of-a-financial-transactions-tax/
http://www.cepr.net/index.php/publications/reports/the-benefits-of-a-financial-transactions-tax/
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It was Teachers College that approached the Peterson Foundation, at first with the idea of a curriculum 
based on a Peterson-sponsored documentary, “IOUSA.” Originally, the focus was going to be on per-
sonal finance. But the Peterson foundation preferred to emphasize public finance. The foundation, as it 
happened, had a far bigger project in mind than the one envisioned by Marri and his colleagues: their 
$50,000 application ended up as a $2.4 million grant for a curriculum focused on the federal budget, the 
national debt, and the deficit. “These are three things that are important for kids to know about,” Marri 
said, adding that the choice of those particular topics was “how we got this project.”

Marri pointed out more than once, however, that students would be encouraged to think about how to 
“address our fiscal challenges in a manner that is consistent with our values and traditions — that’s the 
essential question of the curriculum,” Marri said.

This cartoon appears in the first lesson of the curriculum, and is sourced to goldpriceper-
ounce.com/images/view/5748/nationaldebtcartoon.html.

http://www.iousathemovie.com/
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The decision to make “fiscal challenges” the frame within which values are discussed is different, of 
course, from Andrew Fieldhouse’s proposed alternative — one that begins with values, traditions, and 
societal goals and choices, and then, within such a policy framework, assesses how to fund those 
choices most appropriately.

Remapping Debate asked Marri whether it might have been better to have a curriculum on policy and 
budget decisions broadly defined, without immediately prioritizing questions of debt and deficits. That, 
he said, would have been too “blasé” to hold the attention of students. It “wouldn’t have gotten any trac-
tion in any of the classrooms.” Marri went on to say that he regarded the topical issues of debt and defi-
cits as as a good way to get students and teachers interested in the potentially dry subject of budgeting.

The plan is ultimately to distribute 100,000 copies of the curriculum, while also making it available for 
free downloading by any school, public or private, that wants it. In hindsight, Marri said, he and his col-
leagues regretted the use of what some people would consider a loaded phrase — “fiscal responsibility” 
— in the curriculum title; but it was too late to change that, he added. By the time the final curriculum 

Weimar Republic worry. Introducing the concepts of deficit and debt, a teachers’ primer speaks 
of the danger of letting debt “grow so large that there is no hope of paying it off in the future.” To 
illustrate, the primer cites the hyperinflation of Weimar Germany, whose collapse set the stage 
for Nazi Germany. Most economists would consider that an extreme example, of little relevance 
to the United States. By contrast, the primer says nothing about the concern of many economists 
today that inadequate public spending could make a bad economy worse, potentially reducing the 
government's capacity to pay debt in the future.

Health-care costs. The curriculum makes many references to the sharp growth of Medicare and 
Medicaid spending. It has extremely little to say about the parallel pattern of America’s private 
health care system, from which the government purchases the services provided under its pro-
grams. If the U.S. could get private health-care costs down to the level of most other countries, 
that accomplishment alone, some economists and health care experts say, would send the feder-
al budget from deficit to surplus. (Health-care policy could be too much for the curriculum to take 
on, Marri said.)

Progressive taxation. The curriculum gives students several opportunities to express their views 
on the fairness of different types of taxes — flat, proportional, and progressive. Yet it fails to pro-
vide any historical background on the idea of progressive taxation or the reasons behind it. Nor 
do the lessons discuss the changes that have made the U.S. tax code significantly less progres-
sive in recent decades. The omissions arguably make it difficult for students to be able to render 
informed opinions, as they are asked to do, about the relative merits of a progressive versus a 
“flat tax” system.

Errors of Commission and Omission (continued on next page)
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is completed, however, Marri said he is confident that any perceptions of imbalance will be dispelled. 
“We would be very shocked and really disappointed if this curriculum were regarded as promoting Pete 
Peterson’s perspective.”

A spokesperson for Teachers College, Jim Gardner, said that the school would “take strong excep-
tion” to any suggestion that the “Understanding Fiscal Responsibility” curriculum had been crafted to 
advance the political agenda of Peterson and his foundation, which was created in 2008 to build more 
support for its brand of fiscal responsibility, or, as its website declares, “to increase public awareness of 
the nature and urgency of key fiscal challenges threatening America’s future and to accelerate action 
on them.”

 “We don’t shill for our funders,” Gardner told Remapping Debate. At the same time, the College is not 
responsible for monitoring the objectivity of every faculty project, he noted. “We vouch for the integrity 
of the protocols that govern research,” Gardner said. “We don’t regulate individual faculty members’ or 
departments’ research in terms of if and how it’s being skewed.”

Errors of Commission and Omission (part 2)

Budget balancing. The budgeting section of the primer likens federal spending to personal 
spending, and, in a claim that many economists would dispute, describes a balanced budget as 
“the goal for both.” (Marri told Remapping Debate that this was a mistake, but “easy enough to 
change.”)

“Cost-benefit” analysis. An economics primer begins with a discussion of “cost-benefit” analysis 
that operates from the point of view that an immutable “scarcity of resources” must govern policy 
decisions. “[G]iven that the amount of revenue the U.S. government can spend each year is 
limited,” the curriculum says, “Congress must make difficult choices.” For example, more money 
spent on health care could mean less spending on defense, it explains. Students will be asked 
to weigh the decision to fund any program against the presumed sacrifice of other programs, 
the primer continues. But the framework seems not to recognize that the “scarcity of resources” 
problem in a wealthy society could be the result of a political decision, rather than being a given. 
The curriculum doesn’t ask that students think about a program’s “benefits” or “costs” outside that 
program’s potential role in a cost-cutting exercise. Important but intangible goals that can’t be 
measured in dollars — such as a sense of security or ease for America’s families — do not make 
it into the mathematics of the curriculum’s model.

International comparisons. While the curriculum often cites this country’s high current and pro-
jected deficits, only the world history lessons mention the fact that Britain, France, and Japan all 
have bigger ratios of debt to gross domestic product than the U.S. does. (The next set of lessons 
will have more to say about how the U.S. stacks up internationally, Marri said.)


