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When I started at the Graduate 

School of Public Affairs at the 

University of Washington (now the 

Evans School), I had little 

inclination to become a public 

administrator. And yet, my diploma 

says: “Master of Public 

Administration”. 

     So why go to a graduate school 

in public affairs if you don’t intend 

to be a public servant? I pursued 

this course of study for several 

reasons. First, in a mid-life career 

change (you might call it a crisis), 

graduate school was a way to regain 

intellectual acuity; to push myself to 

learn new policies and areas; and to 

evaluate the current government 

and society. Second, it seemed like a 

good thing to add to caring for my 

young kids and working part-time – 

first as a substitute childcare teacher 

and then as a project manager at the 

Sand Point Community Housing 

Association. And third, it opened 

the door to new opportunities and 

challenges, and helped me acquire 

the tools I needed to undertake 

them. 

     As a social democrat, I have 

always been wary of a liberal state 

that simply smoothes the sharp 

edges of the status quo, and in so 

doing, enables and endorses 

inequalities and disparities in 

income, wealth, opportunity, power, 

and life chances. Today, as money 

and power migrates from the public 

sector to the tip-top of the private 

sector, that liberal state is pretty 

ineffective at even smoothing those 

edges. Our democracy is slowly 

being undermined, starved of 

resources needed to deliver public 

services and public goods – while 

middle-class incomes stagnate and 

the bottom falls out from under 

many more. 

     What does that have to do with a 

public administration degree? Well, 

if a public affairs graduate school 

seeks to develop skilled and 

thoughtful public servants and 

administrators whose job it is not to 

change the parameters of policy, but 

to figure out how to make things 

work best within it, then perhaps 

my degree doesn't fit me. A good 

administrator might work to 

ameliorate a funding crisis by 

trimming or re-aggregating services, 

or by lowering costs through staff 

pay cuts or outsourcing public 

services to the private sector. Down 

the road – as public money is 

reallocated to the private sector, 

profit is siphoned off and people’s 

pay and benefits decline – comes 

the attendant questionable, or at the 

very least uncertain, impacts on the 

quality of public services. 

     I thought there was, and I still 

think there is, another path available 

to graduate students in public 

affairs. I think we should be 

involved in public entrepreneurship 

– that is, figuring out how to 

catalyze a robust public sector that 

delivers high quality public services 

and goods to citizens. Doing so 

involves actually developing new 

public policy ideas, figuring out the 

intended and unintended 

consequences, bringing together 

stakeholders and “movers and 

shakers” that support those policies, 

hammering out agreements and 

compromises and conditions, and 

using the tools of legislative 

advocacy and initiative to realize 
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 policy – that is, to make law.  

     That process is a fundamental 

part of our democracy. It is different 

than observing the lawmaking 

process as an administrator, and 

managing policy and revenue 

outcomes as a public servant. Both 

are valid paths, but I find mine to be 

much more invigorating of the 

democratic spirit of our society.  

     So while learning the tools of 

public administration (budgeting, 

policy evaluation, micro-economics, 

statistics, mediation, etc.) I began 

creating a template for an 

organization that would stand 

outside of the public sphere and yet 

be intimately connected with it. 

With guidance from several 

professors – Andy Gordon, Hubert 

Locke and Dick Zerbe among them 

– my degree project detailed both 

how to build such an organization 

and the social justification for it. 

     The outcome of that degree 

project was a new public policy 

center called the Economic 

Opportunity Institute. We focus not 

just on what public policy currently 

is, but also on what it can become. 

We take a pragmatic look at the 

issues, and work to build strong, 

universal policies that cut across the 

divisions of race, gender, class, and 

income. We embrace the values of 

work and family as central and 

defining tenets for the middle class.  

     Putting the middle class front 

and center in our work and rhetoric 

actually goes against the grain of 

much liberal public policy 

discussion, which tends to focus on 

poverty, low incomes, and the poor. 

The latter approach frames the poor 

as passive victims of our society and 

economy. It tends to reinforce the 

“otherness” of the poor, setting 

“them” aside as “not us”. That 

misses the point. Our goal at EOI is 

not to develop public policy that 

ameliorates the difficult living 

conditions of poor people, while 

keeping them poor. We want to 

create pathways into the middle 

class. 

     But the American middle class is 

under sustained economic assault. 

The life and career prospects of this 

generation (including many Evans 

School graduates) and their children 

have diminished in comparison to 

their parents. It’s the inevitable 

outcome of simply managing the 

consequences of policies that 

promote and enable income 

polarization, and the massive 

transfer of wealth from workers to 

their corporate employers. Our job 

is to figure out how to stem that 

upward flow of wealth and income, 

and how to reverse it, back into 

middle class households and toward 

the renewal of public goods and 

services. 

     How? By designing legislation 

and initiatives to build the economic 

foundations necessary for a good 

quality of life. For example, after 

starting EOI in 1997 with a band of 

merry citizens, including Professor 

Gordon, we developed policy for 

Washington’s landmark 1998 

minimum wage initiative. It was the 

first in the nation to include an 

automatic cost-of-living adjustment, 

so that the purchasing power of low

-wage workers would keep up with 

inflation. It passed overwhelmingly, 

and has since been replicated in 

several states across the country. 

Today, Washington’s minimum 

wage is still the best in the country, 

and that single policy benefits some 

300,000 workers annually. 

     After I had taken one of Marieka 

Klawitter’s policy evaluation classes, 

I developed a policy brief under 

Bob Plotnick’s guidance that 

detailed the parameters and cost of a 

“career and wage ladder” designed 

to improve retention and training of 

early childhood educators. Later at 

EOI, we succeeded in getting that 

policy translated that into an 

executive order that implemented 

this ladder in Washington. After a 

few years we got it incorporated 

into law. Thousands of children – as 

well as the teachers themselves – 

benefitted by directly addressing the 

education, compensation, esteem, 

“I began creating a template for an 

organization that would stand out-

side of  the public sphere and yet be 

intimately connected with it.”  
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 and morale of childcare teachers. 

     Watching as businesses pulled 

back from the social contract, it 

became apparent the state had to 

step up to provide health coverage – 

especially for workers whose 

employers shirked that 

responsibility. So EOI helped 

develop another statewide initiative: 

a cigarette tax increase to fund over 

100,000 slots in the state’s Basic 

Health Plan. This passed 

overwhelmingly as well. After a 

couple of years, the Legislature 

began to reduce coverage and 

eligibility. That trend that persists to 

this day – a testament to the need to 

organize Basic Health participants, 

moving them out of their status as 

passive recipients of health 

coverage, and toward becoming 

active, engaged, and loud! 

     Policy entrepreneurship isn’t 

possible without risk-taking. 

Sometimes that results in defeats 

and setbacks. Most recently EOI 

combined efforts with Bill Gates Sr. 

to put forward Initiative 1098, an 

income tax on the wealthy that 

would have brought $2 billion a year 

in needed public revenues. It was 

defeated handily last November, as 

you may already know – as you are 

no doubt aware of the $5 billion 

state revenue shortfall this year 

which is being managed, in part, by 

increases in your tuition. 

     One other quality of policy 

entrepreneurship is central to our 

work: persistence. We are in this for 

the long haul, and working against 

strong currents of power, privilege, 

and wealth. We must be persistent if 

we are to create a public sector that 

makes economic opportunity readily 

available to middle class families, 

and bolsters early childhood, K-12 

and higher education. We will 

encounter many hurdles, we will 

stumble, and sometimes we will 

prevail. But at the end of the day I’d 

much rather be striving to change 

public policies for the better than 

trying to manage – or carry on a 

masquerade – within them. 


