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to improve those schools is a good compromise in the federal school voucher
debate. That it would improve two important but problematic federal programs
is all the more reason for policymakers to embrace After School Coupons. b

A Third Age Bill
Gara LaMarche

ith respect to aging, the accomplishments of past presidents focused on

the needs and particular vulnerabilities of older citizens. Under Frank-

lin D. Roosevelt, the Social Security system was initiated to assure that
one’s later years are not spent in dire poverty. Under Lyndon Johnson, Medi-
care expanded the safety net to provide post-employment health coverage.
Even George W. Bush made an effort, however ill-conceived and unworkable,
at helping older adults deal with staggering prescription drug costs. With the
children of the 1960s entering their sixties and given the advances in medicine
and life expectancy, it’s time that federal policy starts also looking at creating
opportunities for older Americans. There still remains, of course, a long agenda
of aging issues, from improving training and pay for caregivers to strengthen-
ing geriatric specialties in medicine. But the next occupant of the White House
should go further, recasting older Americans first and foremost as an immense
societal resource, not just a subject of need.

We’re familiar with second-career chapters for military officers, who typi-
cally retire before 50. But widespread advances in health and longevity mean
that many millions of Americans who “retire” at 65 have decades of productive
capacity ahead of them and no interest in spending it just on the golf course
or in the garden. In fact, largely unnoticed by the press and policymakers, in
recent years there has been a paradigm shift in the expectations and roles of
older people that social policy has neither acknowledged nor capitalized on.
America’s 79 million Baby Boomers are not only eager to continue working,
but they increasingly want to do so specifically by addressing challenges in the
education, health, and not-for-profit sectors. In fact, 80 percent of boomers
consistently tell pollsters that they plan to work long past traditional retire-
ment age. And a recent survey of 1,000 Americans over 50 showed that fully half
want work that would improve the quality of life in their communities. This is
a potential human resources windfall, particularly in many areas dependent
on human talent.
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The next president should propose a Third Age Bill to help millions of older
adults launch what Marc Freedman, the President of Civic Ventures, a think
tank focused on Boomers and work, has dubbed “encore” careers. Similar to
the historic G.I. Bill that opened so many doors of opportunity to veterans two
generations ago, the Third Age Bill would have at its heart tuition assistance
for a new kind of higher education, distinct from both lifelong learning for
seniors (which is focused largely on self-development) and the traditional col-
lege experience tailored to the young, which prepares them for lifetime careers.
A good prototype is the new nationwide program launched by the American
Association of Community Colleges to retrain older workers to re-enter the
labor force or find volunteer opportunities. This work takes advantage of the
near ubiquity of community colleges, as well as their accessibility to those

of modest means. The pilot program

With the children of the 1960’s s starting with 15 colleges, but will

entering their sixties, it’s time

soon be ready to go to scale—some-
thing only bold and ambitious govern-

that federal policy starts also ment can do.

looking at creating opportunity

The next president should also
make a commitment to support com-

for older Americans. munity programs aimed at engaging

older Americans in community ser-
vice. For example, Experience Corps operates in 19 cities nationwide with
2,000 members, of whom over 75 percent are African American women and
men, many with civil service backgrounds; they receive a monthly stipend for
working in low-performing schools to help 20,000 students annually improve
their reading. Or take Transition to Teaching, which helps senior IBM scien-
tists and engineers acquire certificates to add badly needed math and science
teachers to the work force. The Broad Academy locates senior executives
from business, military, and other sectors in urban school systems. These
are focused on the needs of the country’s ailing public schools, but there are
many others. Why not establish a program to provide property tax relief or
mortgage assistance for those who work in the community as a way to help
older people stay in their homes?

Every one of these ideas could be incorporated into a Third Age Bill and
expanded, along with workforce and health coverage innovations, and to reach
every aging Baby Boomer eager to apply the idealism of his or her youth to
the social challenges of the day. Providing millions of Boomers with support
aimed at retooling their lives through another round of focused higher educa-
tion would enable us to recapture and amplify the unprecedented investment
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already made in the human capital of the generation that will begin to turn
65—a very different milepost in the twenty-first century than it was in the last
one—in the third year of the new president’s administration. o

Total Tax Credit
Michael Lind

he Social Security payroll tax hurts working Americans—and it’s getting

worse. Because the tax (a flat levy of 15.3 percent, combining the nominal

employer portion with the nominal employee portion) applies to income
only up to $97,500 (with a scheduled increase to $102,000 this year), it is inher-
ently, grossly regressive, falling far more heavily on working Americans than
on the rich. At the same time, as a result of rising pre-tax wage inequality, the
payroll tax system is growing dramatically more regressive. In 1983, 90 percent
of wages and salaries were subject to payroll taxation; today, thanks to balloon-
ing elite incomes above the Social Security payroll tax cap, only 84.9 percent
of wages and salaries are subject to the payroll tax. As Christian Weller of the
Center for American Progress has pointed out, this represents a huge, invisible
tax cut for the affluent. At the same time, two-thirds of taxpayers owe more
payroll taxes than income taxes.

Meanwhile, Americans who do not make enough money to need to file indi-
vidual income tax returns are frozen out of tax credits for which they would
otherwise be eligible. Right now, the child tax credit is only partly refundable
(payable by the Treasury to citizens who do not pay income taxes), and the home
mortgage interest deduction is not refundable at all. This means that millions
of working-class Americans who benefit society at great personal expense by
raising children and buying property are denied subsidies that their middle-
class neighbors enjoy.

To address both these challenges with a single reform, we should apply all
existing income tax credits against income and payroll taxes combined in a
Total Tax Credit system. The total tax calculation—adding income taxes and
Social Security payroll taxes, and deducting tax credits from the sum—could be
done annually. In order to avoid requiring all Americans, including those who
owe no income taxes, to file tax returns, we could let employers do the simple
math. Employees with homes and children would get a fraction of the home
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