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3 Critical Issues Facing the US Government Today


During the twenty-first century, it has become clear that we must deal with both old and new issues. I believe that the three most critical issues facing the United States government and local communities today, are providing quality education to all children, adequate disaster relief, and the overcrowding of the prison system.

I believe that the most critical issue facing both local communities and the US government today; is the issue of providing quality education for all children, regardless of socioeconomic status. A quality education provides a strong basis for children to build their character, it keeps them occupied and out of trouble and prepares them for working in the future. A quality education includes proper instructions, proper tools, and a feeling of safety. Unfortunately, many schools lack some of all three components, especially those in inner cities and rural America. The No Child Left Behind Act was passed in 2003 and is resulting in major changes in the educational opportunities provided by the US Government (Crockett, 2003). State assessments, focusing on literacy in early grades and greater federal funding for charter schools are a few ways that the law helps to improve the educational opportunities across the country. Another important aspect of education is technology. With technology now playing a large role in almost every job, computer literacy is essential. Internet and computer access is also less prevalent among rural and inner-city schools. The issue of safety in school is also important in quality education. Bullying and harassment is abundant in American schools. One Committee for Children Survey found that 78% of children stated that they had been bullied within the past 30 days (Crockett, 2003). Although most children isolate themselves in response to harassment, others plan revenge against their tormenters, perpetuating the cycle of violence. 

Since 9/11, the US has been waging a largely offensive attack against terrorism. However, the question remains whether or not we are adequately protecting ourselves against environmental issues within our borders. Hurricane Katrina proved that we have been neglecting our own disaster preparedness and that the government can overlook evidence of an impending disaster. Would FEMA be prepared to deal with a devastating earthquake in California, a tsunami, or another massive hurricane in the southwest? After Katrina it is easy to assume that FEMA has been working diligently to repair its image but are they doing enough to ensure that there is never a repeat incident?

The overcrowding of our prison system, particularly with minority groups, is yet another critical issue that our government faces today. Instead of focusing on rehabilitation our criminal justice system focuses largely on incarceration. This, along with the Rockefeller Drug Laws, have created a judicial system that sees thousands of people cycle in and out repeatedly as well as thousands more who will spend the rest of their lives behind bars. I believe that major changes are due in the way that we approach “justice” in the United States. After all, it is clear that the threat of long prison terms is not deterring many people from committing crimes. 

Clearly the public must take action to reform our education system, disaster preparedness, and prison system. However, no action taken will come without obstacles and issues concerning implementation. This paper will outline my ideas for reforming the issues outlined above as well as steps for implementing such reforms and overcoming possible obstacles. 

Education is held in high esteem in American society; therefore, it seems only natural that there be equal opportunity for education no matter one’s socioeconomic status. The No Child Left Behind Act is a step in the right direction. However, I do not think that it is drastic enough for what is warranted. First of all, I believe that there ought to be a large increase in Federal and state funding for inner city and rural public schools. With such an increase in funding, they would be able to buy adequate textbooks and school supplies; they would be able to offer computer and internet access as well as being able to repair school facilities. With more funding such schools could offer teachers larger salaries, ensuring more competition for the job and subsequently increasing the quality of public school teachers. As for the issue of providing inner city and rural schools with computers and Internet access, this could be accomplished with government grants. It would be no small feat to deliver Internet access to areas such as Alaska. However, with the support of the federal government it would be possible just as, providing those areas with telephone service was in the past. Providing such services would allow schools in rural areas to compete with suburban schools in the level of education they provide. Finally, when it comes to safety in schools I believe that it is essential for teachers and school psychologists to get involved. Some children are too embarrassed or shy to ask for help so it is important for teachers, who see the children every day, to take an active role in protecting students from harassment. 

As for the implementation of the ideas I outlined above, increased school funding will not happen without the active support of parents and members of communities. Many people argue against any social service that may raise taxes. Rallies, petitions and active lobbying for such changes would be essential to jumpstart the process. Of course, such changes often start on the local level, it is important that people contact their state and local government officials, informing them of the public school conditions. It must be kept in mind that better education results in lower unemployment, less welfare recipients, lower crime rates, etc. Therefore, the costs are displaced by saving government money in other areas and over a lifetime. In 2005, the Kansas state supreme court rules that the state legislature had to increase public school funding by $1 billion (Rothschild, 2005). This was a result of finding that the school system was unconstitutional as a result of their lack of funding. At the time of that ruling, it was unknown how the state would pay for it but it was likely that it would require a tax hike. That court decision gives hope to public schools throughout the country. However, in many states it is just a few schools who are being short-changed and it is often the schools with the most underprivileged students. Therefore, future court decisions ought to specifically focus on the poorest schools, perhaps using some of the revenue from sales tax or even sin taxes. 

The implementation of extending Internet service to rural areas would not be a simple process. However, a similar project was undertaken when providing Alaska with telephone services. The government had required all national telecommunications providers to provide universal service, providing telephone service to everyone in the US at the same cost (Ruiz, 2004). This was done by charging all customers a small access fee and applying the money to develop telephone service in rural areas that otherwise offered no cost incentives (Ruiz, 2004). A similar process could be used in order to offer Internet access to rural and inner cities. This is not likely to happen without the support and direction of the government. Since the expense is paid by the public I do not see a reason why public officials would reject the idea. The last piece of a safe school is one free of bullying and harassment. Both are quite prevalent in schools today but could be greatly reduced with training programs for teachers on how to deal with it. Teachers spend the most time with their students, sometimes more time than even parents are able to. Therefore, they are most likely to pick up on bullying and harassment in school. While there are school psychologists, many victims of bullying choose not to report it to a counselor. However, I think that it would be helpful for teachers to be given special training on how to identify and diffuse bullying in the classroom. This training could be provided by the school psychologists at a very limited cost. 

To a certain extent, US citizens must take disaster preparedness into their own hands. Having enough food and water for 72 hours is the bare minimum preparation necessary in case of a natural disaster. It is also essential for people to evacuate when they are told to. However, during Hurricane Katrina many people were poor and had no way of evacuating their homes. In such cases I believe that they government should prepare enough buses to ship as many people out of the area as possible. 

The overcrowding of prisons is becoming a growing problem in the United States. The issue of choosing to increase sentences instead of rehabilitating offenders is a coinciding problem. I believe that there are two main steps in solving this problem. The first is to begin rehabilitation programs for offenders, complete with job training to better prepare them for life out of prison. The second step is to repeal the Rockefeller Drug Laws in NY as well as other harmful drug laws in other states. Such laws have cause tens of thousands of people to be put in jail with extremely long sentences for the sale or possession of drugs. The “war on drugs” has promoted harsher penalties for possessing or selling drugs but those penalties have not served as a deterrent for those crimes. Instead, it is causing minors, minorities and first time offenders to be sent to jail for the majority or the remainder of their lives. If a program of rehabilitation were enacted, along with a sensible jail sentence, it would provide those minors and first-time criminals to learn from their mistakes while still giving them a chance at a life after prison. Rehabilitation is generally a more costly process then a regular jail term, which could raise dissent amongst voters. However, when the recidivism rates are compared I believe that the cost of rehabilitation would prove to be less as a result of reduced crime after release. I also personally believe that it is morally reprehensible to jail minors for life for selling drugs. I do not think that they can truly comprehend the consequences of those actions at that age. Changing the sentencing laws would allow them to gain life experience and become a functioning member of society.
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