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were back to normal and he 
was feeling well again. We 
were astonished that a single 
drug could do what so many 
powerful chemotherapy drugs 
could not. Little did I realize 
then that I was witnessing 
the start of a revolution in 
the fight against cancer, the 
beginning of targeted therapy.

Brad enjoyed a great qual-
ity of life for the next four 
months, but he eventually 
relapsed. Toward the end, I 
visited him at his parents’ re-
quest. We sat together on his 
couch watching a Jets playoff 
game. Brad was having a 
hard time breathing because 
his lungs were filling up with 
fluid, and I felt helpless to 
save him. He died two days 
later. I still miss him 12 years 
later. Brad’s ordeal taught me 
the promise, the hope and 

the limitations of science. 
I have been practicing now 

as a pediatric oncologist for 
over 10 years. Last month, in 
the clinic where I work, I saw 
a college student — let’s call 
him Cory — with the same 
leukemia that Brad had. Cory 
is 20 and studying to be an 
engineer. He is a wonderful 
young man with a wry sense 
of humor and a zest for life; 
he plays the acoustic guitar 
and rides a motorcycle. He 
has been in complete remis-
sion for five years, having 
gone through chemotherapy 
and using Gleevec in a dif-
ferent way: very early on and 
in combination with conven-
tional drugs. 

Cory is alive because 
of scientific discovery and 
clinical research into targeted 
drugs like Gleevec. Philadel-
phia chromosome leukemia 
had a 20 percent survival rate 
a decade ago. Now it might 
be as high as 70 percent or 

more, and it’s all due to criti-
cal advances made together 
by hard-working biomedical 
research scientists, clinicians 
and brave patients. 

But future advances are 
in real danger because of the 
erosion of support for clinical 
and scientific research in our 
nation for at least a decade.   
Effective research requires 
well-trained scientists and 
physicians with creative ideas 
and an unwavering desire to 
help patients in need. Effec-
tive research requires money, 
lots of it, and this reality has 
been a huge problem in our 
troubled economic times. 
Though some private founda-
tions fund important science, 
the majority of biomedical 
research is financed by the 
U.S. government through the 
National Institutes of Health 
whose budget has remained 
flat for almost 10 years, vic-
tim to a fractured political en-
vironment, sluggish economy  

and other governmental 
priorities.   

The NIH funds research 
using revenues collected 
almost exclusively through 
taxation. According to Dr. 
Harold Varmus, the director 
of the National Cancer Insti-
tute, the largest and oldest 
disease center of the NIH, 
the flat-lining of the NIH 
budget since 2003 represents 
a 20 percent decrease in re-
search buying power over the 
past decade because of the 
increased cost of doing re-
search today.  “We’re unable 
to fund all the people who 
have good ideas,” Varmus 
told the National Press Club 
in September. 

I am one of the lucky ones. 
I was awarded an NIH grant a 
few years ago, and as a result, 
my lab and I are urgently 
working to make further 
inroads in the battle against 
cancer, in our case melanoma.

But federal grants are 

exceptionally difficult to get 
these days. Young people 
who would otherwise be 
called to biomedical research 
because of their talent and 
curiosity are increasingly opt-
ing for other career paths to 
avoid the enormous stresses 
associated with competing 
for federal grants in times 
of fiscal stringency. Rel-
evant biomedical research is 
retreating to fewer and fewer 
medical schools and research 
institutes. With every scien-
tist lost, we lose fresh ideas 
and opportunities for future 
miracle discoveries. 

The average life span for 
an American today is about 
80, roughly 30 years longer 
than it was a century ago.  
Our quality of life as we 
age is vastly better as well, 
heavily influenced by new 
vaccines and better drugs. 

The biomedical research 
industry not only improves 
the health of our citizens, 

it fuels the economy and 
advances American inter-
ests and reputation across 
the globe. America is the 
undisputed leader in biomedi-
cal research. NIH funding 
directly supports hundreds 
of thousands of American 
jobs in the scientific industry, 
including biotech and small 
businesses. As we move into 
the next four years, feder-
ally funded research should 
be viewed by lawmakers, 
Democrats and Republicans, 
along with the public, as a 
critical investment with both 
immediate and long-term 
societal benefits. We forsake 
this investment at our peril.   
None of us is immune to 
disease. Only biomedical re-
search offers us any realistic 
hope of the next miracle drug 
like Gleevec. Although I hope 
it is never the case, one day 
your life, my life or the life 
of someone we love might 
depend on it.
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gains rate increased the revenue 
from the tax (because lower rates 
encouraged more transactions), 
Obama was unmoved. He’d still fa-
vor an increase in the capital gains 
rate, he explained, for the sake of 
“fairness.” In another famous and 
revealing moment, he told Joe the 
Plumber that he prefers to “spread 
the wealth around.”

That’s his lodestar. The Washing-
ton Post waited until the election 
was safely behind us to run a story 
by Zachary Goldfarb examining the 
president’s governing philosophy. 
“Beneath his tactical maneuver-
ing lies a consistent and unifying 
principle: to use the powers of his 
office to shrink the growing gap be-
tween the wealthiest Americans and 

everyone else.” The president, the 
article tells us (not that we didn’t 
surmise this already), is determined 
to reduce income inequality.

The president has “an acute 
awareness of recent research” the 
Post continues, showing that the 
changing economy has increased 
the value of a college education and 
made it harder for those without a 
degree to succeed. Obama’s solu-
tion? Despite budget pressures, he 
made a goal of having every student 
receive at least one year of college.”

Is inequality a problem if pros-
perity is broadly shared? As John 
F. Kennedy observed, “A rising 
tide lifts all boats.” Improving the 
life chances of those at the bottom 
should be a priority. But the way 
to do that is to focus on education, 
family structure, and expanding 
private sector employment, not on 
redistribution of income.

True to Obama’s philosophy, we 
are pumping cash into the hands 
of students wishing to attend col-
lege. As the Wall Street Journal 
reports, “Nearly all student loans 
-- 93 percent of them last year -- are 
made directly by the government, 
which asks little or nothing about 
borrowers’ ability to repay or about 
what sort of education they intend 
to pursue.”

Sound familiar? It’s exactly 
the sort of backwards thinking 
that, to coin a phrase, “got us into 
this mess.” Politicians (most, but 
not all, Democrats) noticed that 
homeownership was associated with 
a number of social goods -- steady 
employment, social engagement, 
high test scores for children -- and 
decided that the homes were caus-
ing the other benefits. Make home 
ownership more broadly available 
by making mortgages easier to get, 

ran the logic, and everyone would 
benefit.

We know how that turned out. 
But the Democrats learned all the 
wrong lessons from that debacle 
-- fairy tales that they may actually 
believe about greedy Wall Street 
and rich Republicans. So now we 
are busy repeating our folly, inflat-
ing what Glenn Harlan Reynolds 
calls the “higher education bubble.”

“College is getting more expen-
sive, a lot more expensive,” Reyn-
olds said. “At an annual growth rate 
of 7.4 percent a year, tuition has 
vastly outstripped the consumer 
price index of 3.8 percent. It’s sky-
rocketed past spiraling health care 
increases of 5.8 percent. Even the 
housing bubble at its runaway peak 
pales in comparison.”

Colleges are happy to pocket 
the windfall while students are be-
ing sabotaged. Half of all college 

graduates cannot find jobs. While 
homeowners could walk away 
from an underwater mortgage, 
there is no escape from student 
loan debt. Student loans, now in 
excess of $1 trillion, outstrip car 
loans and credit card debt, and, 
unlike those obligations, which 
are declining, continue to increase 
because the government is offer-
ing what seems to the unwary like 
a gift.

Just as the housing bubble col-
lapse wound up increasing, rather 
than reducing inequality, the foolish 
expansion of student loan debt may 
hobble an entire generation with a 
crippling burden. Perhaps the new 
debtors can console themselves, as 
they postpone marriage and move 
in with their parents, that Obama 
“cared about the problems of people 
like me.”

CREATORS SYNDICATE
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writes. “The hostility of the 
Todd and Edwards families 
— especially Mary’s older 
sister Elizabeth — caused 
incalculable pain in one so 
insecure about himself and 
so resentful of his own family 
that he hadn’t visited in over 
nine years. One of Lincoln’s 
greatest sorrows — from his 
view — was that he’d worked 
himself to the bone for 
recognition and success and 
yet carried a social albatross 
about his neck: the lack of 
family respectability.”

Lincoln and Todd would 
eventually marry. But what’s 
remarkable about this vi-
gnette is the tensions you see 
in the American class system. 
On the one hand, there was 
— and, to a lesser degree, is 
— an American class system. 
The idea that the United 
States is a classless society is, 
and has always been, a myth. 
On the other hand, a guy 
who wasn’t initially thought 
good enough to marry into 
the upper crust was nev-
ertheless able to become 
president. That part of the 
American story is real, too.

One accelerant to Ameri-
can social mobility has always 
been that our class system 
is weaker than the European 
systems, in part because our 
country is younger than the 
civilizations of Europe. It 
might be difficult for an Abe 
Lincoln to marry a Mary Ann 
Todd, but it is possible for a 
Lincoln to become a suc-
cessful politician by 25 and a 
successful president later.

But the European class 
systems have weakened. That 
means our accelerant is gone, 
and our historical edge in 
social mobility is eroding, 
too. The Pew Charitable 
Trusts’ project on economic 
mobility looked at 16 studies 
on the subject and concluded 
that “in the United States, 
there is a stronger link be-
tween parental education and 
children’s economic, educa-
tional and socio-emotional 
outcomes than in any other 
country investigated.” 

Part of the genius of 
the American system has 
been the recognition that 
the country benefits from a 
less-ossified class of elites. 
Where the class systems of 
other cultures held that there 
was a certain segment of the 
population that was born to 

rule and that everyone would 
suffer if the common man 
rudely shouldered his way 
to the front, Americans have 
believed that we are better off 
if men like Lincoln — born 
to illiterate parents in a log 
cabin — had the ability to 
lead the nation. And we are 
right. Those who are born 
to rule often beget children 
who are born to spend their 
parents’ fortune and besmirch 
the family name.

The sweep of U.S. inequal-
ity is not as broad as it once 

was. But there is still a vast 
distance from the top to the 
bottom, and it’s becoming 
harder to traverse here than 
it is elsewhere. In part this is 
because of what Christopher 
Hayes, in his book “Twilight 
of the Elites,” calls “the iron 
law of meritocracy,” which 
holds that “eventually the 
inequality produced by a 
meritocratic system will grow 
large enough to subvert the 
mechanisms of mobility. . . . 
Those who are able to climb 
up the ladder will find ways 

to pull it up after them, or to 
selectively lower it down to 
allow their friends, allies and 
kin to scramble up.”

America is a country that 
not only permits log cabin 
presidents but celebrates 
their humble origins. It’s also 
a country that just reelected 
an African American presi-
dent who was born to an 
absentee Kenyan father rather 
than put in office the son of 
a former governor. Even Lin-
coln would raise his eyebrows 
at that. But it is also, at this 

moment, a country in which 
many are eagerly looking 
toward a 2016 presidential 
race in which the Republican 
front-runner is a Bush and 
the Democratic front-runner 
is a Clinton.

And, further down the 
ladder, it is a country that is 
falling behind its peer group 
in social mobility. Class is 
less binding today than it 
was in Lincoln’s time, but 
circumstance is more binding 
than it was fourscore and 
seven years ago.
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The reconstruction of Lincoln’s boyhood home at Knob Creek in LaRue County contrasts with his in-laws’ home on West Main 
Street in Lexington, right, where the Todds entertained prominent figures of the day, including Sen. Henry Clay. The Georgian house 
was built as an inn in 1803-06 and is maintained by the Kentucky Mansions Preservation Foundation.
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Get public-university presidents 
together, and they start complain-
ing about the diminishing amount 
of subsidy support from their state 
governments. 

A review of historical data shows 
that from the early 1980s until the 
year before the recent financial crisis, 
inflation-adjusted state funding per 
student was essentially unchanged. 
Over the last generation, an academic 
arms race has greatly increased total 
spending per student, so as a per-
centage of university budgets, state 
appropriations have sharply fallen. 

At some flagship state universi-
ties, the cuts in appropriations have 
been real in absolute dollar terms. 
The state share of academically re-
lated university spending (excluding 
revenue items such as food, lodging, 
hospitals and intercollegiate athlet-
ics) is now less than 10 percent. This 
varies among the states: Per-capita 
university appropriations in fiscal 
year 2012 ranged from $63 in New 
Hampshire to $592 in Wyoming.

At Ohio University, where I teach, 
tuition fees provide $2.47 in revenue 
for every $1 in state subsidies, which 
cover only 23 percent of the budget. 
In the 1960s, that figure was 50 

percent. 
Because state funding is becoming 

such a small portion of the budget, 
why don’t these universities privatize, 
sacrificing a modest amount of mon-
ey for the freedom to operate without 
government-imposed constraints? 

These constraints are consider-
able. Most state universities face 
severe limits on the size and selection 
process for their governing board. In 
some states, trustee appointments go 
to big political contributors whose 
qualifications for the position are 
questionable. In a number of states, 
prevailing-wage rules increase the 
costs of new buildings. Many univer-
sity presidents bristle at limits on tu-
ition increases imposed by the state, 
and have been trying to increase the 
number of out-of-state and foreign 
students (who pay out-of-state fees) 
to offset these limits. 

 With the assistance of Christo-
pher Denhart and Joseph Hartge, I 
looked at five flagship state universi-
ties where the de facto privatization 
process is well under way: California 
(Berkeley), Colorado, Michigan, New 
Hampshire and Virginia. At Michigan, 
New Hampshire and Virginia, state 
subsidies finance 14 percent or less of 
core spending (excluding university 

commercial activities such as housing 
and hospitals). In all of these states, 
the subsidy share of the budget was 
much higher a generation or two ago. 

 Some state universities have 
impressive private endowments, 
sometimes exceeding the per-student 
funds at good private schools. The 
National Association of College and 
University Business Officers tells us 
that both the University of Virginia 
($4.8 billion) and the University of 
Michigan ($7.8 billion) are (as of 
2011) in the top 20 endowed schools, 
and endowment income rivals state 
subsidies in budgetary importance. 

 The tradition of state support 
of higher education is well estab-
lished, however, and there is strong 
resistance to breaking the formal 
tie between flagship universities 
and state governments. Even some 
fiscally conservative governors see 
universities as economic-development 
engines worthy of public support. 

 But being a “state” university 
isn’t necessarily like being pregnant, 
where you are or aren’t. Penn State 
University is a hybrid institution, 
as is the University of Delaware, 
where support is provided, but the 
institution is not viewed as being 
controlled by the state government. 

(For years, Penn State wouldn’t re-
veal Joe Paterno’s salary as football 
coach, arguing it was not a public 
institution governed by open- re-
cords laws.) 

 A new category of “state-assist-
ed” (as opposed to “state-owned” or 
“state-governed”) universities might 
emerge. Governments could move 
away from funding institutions 
toward financing students directly 
through vouchers or scholarships. 
The schools would have the 
freedom to raise tuition, but the 
state would still indirectly provide 
financial support, similar to what 
Pell Grants do at the federal level. 

Any direct retreat by states from 
higher education will concern those 
who think that the U.S.’s global 
stature in higher education depends 
on having 50 jewels in its crown, 
not just a handful of brand-name 
private schools. A reduced state 
role won’t mean that dependence 
on government melts away. Private 
gifts might increase with favorable 
tax laws, but it also means reliance 
is shifting from the states to Wash-
ington. Relatively speaking, federal 
assistance rises, most directly to 
students, which, in turn, allows for 
tuition increases. 

 The distinction between “state” 
and “private” universities was 
already blurred. Many so-called 
private universities, including 
prestigious ones such as Harvard 
or Stanford, receive more federal-
government money per capita than 
nearby public schools such as the 
University of Massachusetts or San 
Jose State University. 

 If distinctive state systems 
of public higher education fade 
away, that might lead to a more 
centrally directed federal system. 
As Supreme Court Justice Louis 
Brandeis pointed out 80 years ago, 
America’s states provide “labora-
tories of democracy” allowing 50 
different approaches to providing 
public services. That useful diver-
sity declines with increased federal 
financing of higher education. 
Although I see many advantages 
to privatizing state universities, 
if the result is complete federal 
control, we will have taken a step 
backward. 
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