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Frankfort Independent Schools’ new 
plan to help young black men achieve 
academic success reminds us of an idea 
advanced a couple of years ago by Ken-

tucky State University President Mary Sias.
Her version, had it gone through, would 

have set up a college preparatory “boarding 
school” on campus for 30 to 50 African-Ameri-
can high school students who’d have their own 
teachers and supervisors, wear uniforms and 
receive hands-on counseling prior to entering 
college.

Frankfort’s OWN, the city school district 
proposal, also puts emphasis on the advance-
ment of poor black males. They’d attend Satur-
day classes and take a pledge to uphold at least 
a 2.75 grade average, read at least 30 minutes a 
day out of school, practice good behavior, dress 
appropriately and develop a “positive, respect-
ful and tolerant attitude.” Parents would have 
to promise to limit at-home TV viewing and 
other electronic distractions.

These initiatives struck us as well-inten-
tioned endeavors that tackle a very real prob-
lem – poor academic performance by a sig-
nifi cant segment of minority youth, especially 
males. However, we questioned the thrust of 
Sias’ strategy and have the same reservations 
about the one offered by the city school sys-
tem. There’s something fundamentally wrong 
about an uplift program that aspires to make 
one group more successful by putting partici-
pants through a crash course separate from 
the rest of the population.

Isn’t this more or less the same thing as seg-
regation? The best we recall, black parents half 
a century ago saw through the fraud of “sepa-
rate but equal” education and rightly demand-
ed their children get exactly the same instruc-
tion in the same classrooms as white students 
whose schools received a disproportionate 
share of community resources compared to 
institutions reserved for blacks. Separate pro-
grams for minorities are not, in our opinion, an 
acceptable response to black under-achieve-
ment. Furthermore, the concept overlooks the 
underprivileged of other races.

The widespread breakdown of American 
family life makes academic success more elu-
sive for children from diverse backgrounds. 
Unfortunately, there’s little public education 
can do to keep families intact, and  a “boot 
camp” mentality seems a cold alternative.

City Superintendent Rich Crowe maintains 
that abysmal state test scores have long refl ect-
ed the struggles of poor and minority students. 
They’ve also revealed a tendency for boys to 
lose ground to girls in academic competition. 
The rationale behind Frankfort’s OWN is to 
rescue learners who have multiple risk factors, 
being black, poor and male.

Segregated instruction reinforces old ra-
cial stereotypes arising from the presumption 
that African-American students need special 
treatment to fl ourish in the classroom. That’s 
nonsense, of course. Too many black achievers 
have proven, time and again, that they possess 
the ability to compete in a multi-racial world, if 
properly motivated.

KSU and Frankfort Independent Schools 
have their hearts in the right place. Young 
black students must embrace learning as a 
means to  open doors to a more prosperous fu-
ture. But so must young whites who often make 
bad choices for the same reasons as their black 
classmates. Education’s job is to  steer both 
onto the right path through integrated rather 
than segregated instruction. 

Segregation
still wrong
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Go redeem your gift cards!
That’s my takeaway after a 

chat with Brian Riley, a senior 
research director in the retail 

banking and cards practice at Tower-
Group. He studies the retail industry 
and calculates that in this new year, $2 
billion in gift-card purchases will go 
unredeemed. Some will be lost. Others 
misplaced. And some recipients are 
simply not motivated to shop at cer-
tain retailers.

Believe it or not, the $2 billion fi gure 
will represent an improvement. Riley 
calculates that since 2005, $41 billion 
has gone unredeemed.

It’s not that people have gotten bet-
ter at cleaning out the junk drawer. 
The improvement is attributable to Ti-
tle IV of the Credit Card Accountabil-
ity, Responsibility, and Disclosure Act 
of 2009, which eliminated many junk 
fees and voided expiration dates on 
the cards of less than fi ve years from 
purchase date.

“At the peak in 2007, 10 percent of 
all dollars loaded did not get used,” 
Riley told me. He said that included 
$600 million left in kitchen drawers, 
$2.6 billion in fees (for example, being 
charged 50 cents just to check the bal-
ance on the card), and $3.5 billion in 
lost value because of expirations.

So where does the money go? The 
answer depends on a patchwork of 
state laws.

Recognizing that some retailers 
have moved unredeemed amounts off 
their balance sheets and reclaimed 

the amounts as revenue, certain states 
(themselves looking for new sources 
of cash) have seized the value for their 
general coffers. Riley cites New York 
and New Jersey as examples of this ap-
proach. (The Wall Street Journal re-
ported that in 2008 – the most recent 
year for which data could be obtained 
– New York state collected $9.6 mil-
lion in unredeemed gift cards and 
returned about $2,150 to the rightful 
owners.)

That states should reap a windfall 
when gift recipients leave money on 
the counter doesn’t seem fair. Nor does 
it seem right that merchants should 
ring the register without giving up 
anything of value. Riley agrees.

“From the way I look at it, it’s the 
consumers’ money,” he said. “The 
whole nature of gift cards is that you 
are tendering money to retailers and 
asking them to hold onto it until you 
are ready to use it. Just because you 
haven’t used it doesn’t mean it’s no 
longer yours.”

Now you know why the gift-card ki-
osks have grown larger each year and 
become permanent fi xtures. They’re 
an enormous profi t center.

For guidance in Pennsylvania, the 
attorney general’s website says:

“Under Pennsylvania law, unused 
gift certifi cates are turned over to the 
Pennsylvania Department of the Trea-
sury as unclaimed property. The busi-
ness must turn the gift certifi cate over 
two years after expiration date. If there 
is no expiration date, then it must be 

turned over fi ve years from the date of 
issuance. You may claim certifi cates 
from the Department of the Treasury 
by calling 1-800-222-2046. Thus far, 
the Pennsylvania state treasury has 
collected more than $2.7 million in 
unredeemed gift certifi cates and is 
currently seeking the rightful owners.”

That collection falls under the pur-
view of state Treasurer Rob McCord, 
whose solution is common sense.

“When consumers buy a gift card, 
they do so with the reasonable expec-
tation that the recipient will receive 
something in return; they don’t buy 
gift cards from a company as a chari-
table contribution,” McCord told me in 
an e-mail. “Ultimately, it’s important 
for consumers to use their gift cards 
sooner rather than wait and possibly 
forget them. Think about it _ if you got 
$20 as a gift, you would spend it as op-
posed to putting it away in a drawer.”

Which raises a different solution _ 
just giving cash.

“The thing to look out for is whether 
your gift cards have expiration dates 
or fees,” McCord said. “If they do, your 
gifts may legally become unclaimed 
property. We hope a business would 
honor an expired gift card, but if they 
don’t, consumers should call us or visit 
patreasury.gov and we will try to help.”

Go redeem them.

Michael Smerconish writes for The Philadelphia In-
quirer.

Use those gift cards!
Companies get lucky if they’re lost or go unredeemed
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Super PACs turn politics over to rich and powerful
The following editorial appeared in the San Jose 
Mercury News on Friday, Jan. 6:

The worst development by 
far in the 2012 presidential 
race is the emergence of 
powerful super PACs that 

heavily infl uenced the Iowa Re-
publican caucuses through a bar-
rage of vicious attack ads.

Our political system increas-
ingly responds to the rich and 
powerful, but the trend has steep-
ened since the most recent presi-
dential election – largely thanks to 
the Supreme Court’s abominable 
decision striking down the Mc-
Cain-Feingold campaign regula-
tion with the bizarre fi nding that 
corporations have the same rights 
to make political donations as in-
dividuals.

Mitt Romney’s slim victory 

in Iowa may well be a result of 
the blistering, virtually anony-
mous $4 million campaign waged 
against Newt Gingrich by the so-
called independent super political 
action committee Restore Our Fu-
ture, which is controlled by close 
political and personal associates 
of Romney. Less than a month be-
fore the Iowa caucuses, Gingrich 
was the front-runner in the polls, 
but he fi nished a distant fourth .

At the time of the court rul-
ing a year ago, Gingrich called it 
“a great victory for free speech.” 
However, he spent last Wednes-

day bashing Romney and the sys-
tem that worked to his advantage. 
Former conservative presidential 
candidate Mike Huckabee joined 
the chorus Wednesday, calling su-
per PACs “one of the worst things 
that ever happened in American 
politics.”

It’s impossible to eliminate 
money’s infl uence on politics, but 
liberals and conservatives now 
can witness the damage the Su-
preme Court ruling will wreak. 
Congress has to work on new laws 
to create a political system that is 
at least closer to being fair.

Sens. John McCain, R-Ariz., and 
Russell Feingold, D-Wis., spon-
sored the 2002 bipartisan cam-
paign fi nance reform that served 
the nation well for eight years. The 
McCain-Feingold law sharply lim-
ited corporations and unions from 

using money from their treasuries 
to infl uence campaigns.

All that changed with the high 
court’s 5-4 Citizens United rul-
ing. Individuals are limited to giv-
ing $2,500 directly to a candidate 
in the primary election and an-
other $2,500 for the general elec-
tion. But if the money is going to 
super PACs, donors, whether indi-
viduals or corporations, can give 
any amount they want – and they 
are giving millions – as long as 
the PACs don’t coordinate activi-
ties with candidates. Because of a 
loophole in the law, the PACs don’t 
even have to disclose their donors 
or donations in a timely manner. 
At a minimum, Congress needs to 
require immediate disclosure.

Romney isn’t the only one 
with a supposedly independent 
– though it sure doesn’t look it 

– political vehicle to further a 
campaign. Rick Perry’s super PAC, 
Make Us Great Again, reportedly 
has raised millions. Jon Hunts-
man unleashed his super PAC, 
Our Destiny, against Romney in 
New Hampshire. Meanwhile, 
President Barack Obama’s sup-
porters are putting together a $100 
million super PAC for the fall.

Congress needs to rein in huge, 
destructive donations by wealthy 
individuals, organizations and 
corporations that now can anony-
mously wield extreme infl uence 
on elections. The fallout from Citi-
zens United is as damaging to the 
public trust as it is to some party 
leaders, as Gingrich now famously 
has learned.
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Congress has to work on 
new laws to create a politi-
cal system that is at least 
closer to being fair.


