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MS. ERBE:  This week on “To the Contrary,” up first: raising the minimum 

wage, what an increase would mean for women workers and their families.  Then, No 

Child Left Behind five years later.  Has the Bush plan helped or hurt America’s public 

schools?  Behind the headlines: baby boomer couples face a new retirement challenge – 

husbands and wives together full time.  

 

(Musical break.) 

 

MS. ERBE:  Hello, I’m Bonnie Erbe.  Welcome to “To the Contrary,” a 

discussion of news and social trends from diverse perspectives.  Up first, raising the 

minimum wage.  This week the House voted to raise the federal minimum wage from 

$5.15 an hour to $7.25 an hour by the year 2009.  Heidi Hartmann of the Institute for 

Women’s Policy Research says this will improve the lives of low income women.  

 

(Begin video segment.)  

 

HEIDI HARTMANN [President, Institute for Women’s Policy Research]:  About 

60 percent of workers who are earning the minimum wage now are women, and 60 

percent of those who would be affected by the raise that everyone is talking about – $7.25 

an hour by 2009 – also are female.  Women in particular are low-wage workers for a long 

time.  We’ve done a study which shows that over a 15-year period, 90 percent of the 

adults who consistently earn low wages are women.  So even if at any point in time only 

60 percent are women, in the long run it makes the most difference for women because 

they are the ones most dependent on these low wages.  Many of them are single parents.  

They’re raising children alone.  It’s about, I think, 1.5 million single parents would be 

affected by this minimum wage increase and would have a higher income because of it.  

 

MS. ERBE:  Hartmann also says the increase will raise many Americans out of 

poverty.  

 

MS. HARTMANN:  The minimum wage could be increased and then thereafter 

indexed to inflation and really adjusted every year instead of these long 10-year periods 

that we’ve had between increases.  There’s no question: if we had a stronger minimum 

wage and one that really changed every year with inflation, we would eliminate some of 

the poverty.  I’m not exactly sure how much, but a substantial portion.  We would see it 

in the data; it wouldn’t be invisible. It would be quite significant.  

 

MS. ERBE:  The Heritage Foundation claims on its website that a boost in the 

minimum wage won’t really help low-income workers because most people on the 

minimum wage, or a large chunk of them, are teenagers living at home in the suburbs.  

What do you say? 

 

MS. HARTMANN:  No question, a fair number of teenagers do earn the 

minimum wage.  I think they’re about 20 percent of all the workers who earn the 

minimum wage are teenagers.  Ha-ha – the other 80 percent are adults.  And of those 

adults, quite a few of them are parents – about a quarter, I think – and about 10 percent 



are single parents.  And when you figure that about 13 million people will be affected by 

the minimum wage, I think it’s about 6 million currently earning below that $7.25.  But it 

doesn’t affect just the ones earning below, it tends to raise wages around that number.  So 

that’s 13 million.  Sixty percent of those, that’s 8 million women.   

 

MS. ERBE:  What about the women are the majority of owners of new small 

businesses?  Will those businesses be hurt by a boost in the minimum wage? 

 

MS. HARTMANN:  Some businesspeople, men or women, may feel that they in 

particular are going to be affected, but the data suggests – survey data of women business 

owners – that they are actually disproportionately in favor of things like raising the 

minimum wage compared to other business owners.  And I think partly they have more 

experience of what it means to live at that level and they know it’s hard to live.  And they 

may also have low income customers, who also are going to be in a better position to buy 

they’re services and products.  

 

(End video segment.) 

 

MS. ERBE:  So which side is right about the minimum wage?  Is it going to help 

single mothers in poverty or teenaged kids living at home in the ‘burbs?   

 

DEL. NORTON (D-DC):  Bonnie, why don’t we direct that questions to the 

mothers in our term-limited welfare system, who get directed strait to the lowest end jobs 

in our economy?  

 

MS. WOOD:  We ought to be targeting poor people if that’s really who we want 

to help, but that’s not what’s going on here.  The vast majority of people making 

minimum wage come from families making well above the poverty line, and it’s more 

young people, not single parents, making minimum wage.  

 

MS. BEYER:  Congress has raised its wages nine times over the last 10 years, the 

same period where the minimum wage has been frozen.  This gives a raise to people who 

deserve and need a raise.  

 

MS. BERNARD:  You know, the number of single women living in poverty that 

any increase in the minimum wage is going to help is really de minimis.  This – any 

increase in the minimum wage is going to help teenaged kids living in suburbia flipping 

burgers at Burger King.  

 

MS. ERBE:  But why are Republicans against it if those kids are possibly in 

college part time, paying off horrendous student loans?  I mean, what’s so bad about 

helping teenagers in entry level jobs make more money?   

 

MS. BERNARD:  Well, I mean, nothing’s wrong with helping teenagers in entry 

level jobs, but part of the discussion is what are we trying to do for a policy perspective 

and who are we really trying to help?  Those kids, first of all, should be at home studying, 



and if we’re going to talk about decreasing the poverty rate, decreasing the wage gap 

where it truly exists, an increase in the minimum wage, especially something along the 

lines of what was passed in the House this week – it’s not really going to meet the ends of 

the objectives.   

 

MS. BEYER:  This to me is about fairness.  When you look at where we are as a 

society, in the CEOs of the top 350 companies that are publicly traded in this country, 

they’re making on average $11.5 million a year in compensation.  You know how long it 

would take for them to make the annual salary that this increase represents?  Two hours.  

This is not an economic program. This is a social policy, and it’s something that says who 

we are, and I think that we need to say that we need to lift the people making the lowest 

wages in this country above the poverty level.  

 

MS. WOOD:  It’s nice to talk about fairness and it’s nice to talk about how this 

policy’s going to implement that, but it’s simply not.  It is not fair to take jobs out of the 

economy, and the last time we raised the minimum wage back in 1997, 1998 it’s 

estimated just in the restaurant industry alone we lost over 150,000 jobs.  And this was 

during a good economy let’s not forget.  So people need jobs; they don’t just need 

minimum wage going with it.  And, again, the good intentions here I understand, but this 

is not helping the people that so many people in Congress are saying it’s going to help.  

It’s actually going to hurt a lot of them because they’re going to be the ones losing jobs, 

not the CEOs.   

 

DEL. NORTON:  I wish you Republicans would come up with a new argument 

every time we try to raise the minimum wage because these hackneyed arguments about 

loss in jobs, for example –  

 

MS. ERBE:  What about Genevieve’s data that last time the minimum was raised 

150,000 jobs were lost.  Is that accurate from your perspective? 

 

MS. WOOD:  Just in the restaurant –   

 

DEL. NORTON:  Last time the minimum wage was raised there was an overall 

increase in jobs at the low end.  That’s the reason why there’s this contested sense – these 

contested allegations every time it’s raised.  Let me tell you why.  It’s really because if 

you buy the arguments of the Republicans, there wouldn’t be any minimum wage at all.  

They believe that the economy should set the minimum wage, and I would challenge my 

good friends on the other side of the table – (laughter) – to ask me whether they think the 

minimum wage should just be kept at the rate it is now, in perpetuity, should it ever be 

raised, or perhaps should it be wiped away?  Because that was the – 

 

MS. WOOD:  I think you ought to let what happened – what’s already happened.  

You have over 30 states that have already raised the minimum wage at state the level.  

 

DEL. NORTON:  So you believe in the minimum wage at the state level?  

 



MS. WOOD:  Yes, I believe states ought to be setting policies and localities ought 

to be setting, not the federal government.  And the fact is, you let the market happen.  

States realize, look, if we want to do this, it’s going to make our economy – 

 

(Cross talk.)  

 

DEL. NORTON:  And when the state does not set the minimum wage, do you 

then say to those workers tough luck, get yourself a lobby and go – 

 

(Cross talk.)  

 

MS. WOOD:  No, that’s – 

 

MS. ERBE:  Michelle?  

 

MS. BERNARD:  I’m a small business owner, for example.  I mean, I’m not, but 

let’s just say I’m a small business owner.  I have a set pot of money that I can spend 

every year.  I might be a proponent of raising the minimum wage and paying my 

employees as much as I possibly can, and for the most part we know that women 

overwhelmingly want to that, but it means do I hire 10 people or do I hire five people?  

And that’s just the bottom line of how – 

 

MS. ERBE:  It makes that much of a difference?  A $2 raise over three years?  

 

MS. BERNARD:  It could, I don’t know it.  It really depends on your business.  

But what I’m saying is people need to fundamentally realize there’s one pot of gold, and 

you can either divide it up among 10 people, five people, two people.  And so people – 

they’re going to – 

 

MS. ERBE:  This is a question – you know, women own businesses.  I am a small 

business owner with a four-person company.  No one in the company makes anywhere 

near the minimum wage and when I think about minimum wage jobs, I think –  

 

MS. WOOD(?):  You pay more? 

 

MS. ERBE:  Oh, way more.  I think about restaurant jobs, I think about – no 

factory jobs.  They’re good paying jobs.  I think about maybe boiler room jobs, or you 

can do them from home, where you’re on a telephone – that sort of thing.  I mean, so how 

many – what percent of businesses are paying the minimum wage and how much will 

even this raise cost small businesses?   

 

MS. BEYER:  Listen, I think there are some positive things that we have seen in 

those 29 states that have passed the minimum wage increase.  And we can actually show 

in those states there is a 10 percent growth in small business jobs.  Henry Ford, when he 

was building cars on his assembly lines said, I am paying my people well because I want 



them to buy my cars.  And that’s what Wal-Mart’s doing when they say they are for this 

increase in the minimum wage.  It is good for the economy.  

 

MS. ERBE:  Well, they already pay way above; they pay $9 and $10 an hour.  

 

(Cross talk.)  

 

MS. BEYER:  – because they see it that way – 

 

(Cross talk.)  

 

MS. ERBE:  Last word. 

 

DEL. NORTON:  A very important point I want to make, and that is that beyond 

the 10 percent of the workforce that work for the minimum wage there are many workers 

who – at the low end who always automatically get a bump up when there is a bump up 

in the minimum wage for those at the low end.  There are millions of workers beyond that 

10 percent who will benefit here.  And in an economy where all of us have gotten so 

much in the last 15 years, why are we arguing about a small raise for these low-end 

workers?  

 

MS. ERBE:  All right, let’s not argue about.  Moving on from the economy to 

education.  

 

President Bush’s No Child Left Behind law mow has a report card with passing 

and failing grades.  Supporters what Congress to reauthorize the five-year-old law this 

year, but opponents say not without major changes.  No Child Left Behind has 

dramatically changed the public education system, requiring schools to have elementary 

students reading and doing math at grade level by the year 2014.  It specifically targets 

improving education for underprivileged children.  But is it working?  According to the 

nation’s report card study, yes.  America’s nine-year-olds tested at their highest level 

since the 1970s, and achievement gaps between white and minority students narrowed.  

But some teachers, civil rights leaders and parents aren’t buying it.  They say the law is 

underfunded and forces schools to focus on testing, not true education for young 

Americans.  

 

So five years into No Child Left Behind: success, failure, Michelle?  

 

MS. BERNARD:  A little bit of everything.  I mean, I don’t think anybody’s 

going to be happy – you’re always going to find somebody who’s going to be unhappy 

about this, but from my perspective, the fact that we are actually having a debate in this 

nation, finally, about the public school system and education reform, and that everyone is 

taking part in it, it’s a very, very good thing.  If test scores are increasing particularly 

among minority students and low achieving students, students in urban neighborhoods, 

and in rural neighborhoods, if the achievement gap is declining, you can’t help but say 

that regardless of any other problem that we find with the act that it’s working, and 



people are paying attention to children in pubic school systems that have been largely 

ignored for a very long time.   

 

MS. ERBE:  But I have one thing that Senior Producer Joy Fallon (sp) mentioned 

to me the other day when we were selecting this as a topic is elementary school kids now 

know how they’re scores hold up against the rest of the country.  When I went to college, 

you know, when God was a baby, I did my – or when I went to elementary and high 

school, the first sign I got of how well I did against the rest of the country was PSATs, 

which where somewhere in junior high school.  So how is that changing the school 

experience for children to know, God, I’m 10 percent below the rest of the country, or 

I’m 10 percent above it?  

 

DEL. NORTON:  I guess that makes them like children in Europe and in Asia 

where those kinds of things frankly are much more rigidly applied, and, look, I 

sympathies greatly with people who say, my God – the notion teaching to the test.  The 

problem is we are faced with the 20
th

-century school system, that imagines a 20
th

-century 

economy, where we – essentially we’re king of the world.  The kings of the world already 

are becoming Japan, China – people way off shore of the United States.  And when we 

look at our education system we wonder if we will be a great power 50 years from now.   

 

MS. ERBE:  So is No Child Left Behind making that better, or worse?   

 

DEL. NORTON:  Let me say the problem: this underfunding has been the great 

(shibboleth ?).  The Democrats have not said, oh, you should’ve never done that.  In fact, 

this was a bipartisan bill.  The problem is with the top – and it was bipartisan: Ted 

Kennedy was a prime co-sponsor.  At the top end and the bottom end, interestingly – we 

have for example, across the river from here, some of the best school systems in the 

United States.  They complain at the inflexibility because the way the test scores are 

measured, it makes the best schools look very bad.  The president says, but wait a minute, 

you were leaving behind those at the bottom, and therefore their needs were not exposed.  

That’s why we had this – aggregated this.   

 

The answer, it seems to me, is where the money is put.  Recently we learned that 

Title I funds went mainly now – if you can believe this – to schools in the suburbs, and 

that these schools get a higher percentage of the funds than schools in the worst ghetto 

schools, if you will, in the United States.  I think if there was some reconfiguration of the 

funds – not a whole lot more funds are put in – I don’t think that the best science schools 

in Fairfax in Montgomery County are going to say we want more of those Title – 

 

MS. ERBE:  Or Los Angeles or – yes, that’s right.  

 

MS. WOOD:  Well, I would have to say I don’t think the answer here is that 

anybody needs more money to a great extent, and I’m glad to hear you say we don’t 

necessarily need to increase the pot, but the fact is No Child Left behind – it’s been five 

years.  Michelle put a nice face on it I think.  It really didn’t end up doing what president 



Bush said when he ran for office when he talked about reforming education, which was 

giving more control to state and the parents – people closest to the education system.   

 

MS. ERBE:  No, it took power away from them.   

 

MS. WOOD:  That’s right.  It took it to the federal government, which is the 

opposite of what conservatives said that we wanted.  And you’re right – which is why 

Ted Kennedy was happy to sign on to the bill.  And the fact is yes, we’ve got a lot of 

accountability now, but you still don’t have local control and so what now we know the 

schools aren’t working.  Surprise!  

 

MS. ERBE:  But what about this – what about one element.  You talked about 

America falling behind.  Part of what has made this country great is it fosters creativity 

and individualistic thinking, and teaching to the test is just the opposite.  

 

MS. WOOD:  It doesn’t do that, you’re right.  

 

MS. ERBE:  So what is it doing to the next generation of Americans not only in 

terms of the arts, in terms of computer science, in terms of expanding – 

 

MS. BEYER:  Social sciences, the sciences in general, because the test does not 

do social studies or science, so you wonder are they just not teaching that anymore 

because they are teaching to the test?   

 

I was in a meeting with business leaders in Richmond, Virginia this week, and 

they – the president of the U.S. Chamber of Commerce also came out this week and said 

it is economic suicide not to do education right because we’re in a global economy.  And 

they said, the one strength we see when we look at the United States and education is that 

creativity.  And they were questioning some of these standardized tests, teaching to the 

test, and that’s what the NEA, the school boards association, these civil rights groups, 

these parents groups have all gotten together now and they’re agreeing that we need to 

change the way everything’s being done to the test because it’s taking the creativity out.  

They would like to see the $50 billion that wasn’t – 

 

MS. WOOD:  Well, let me just say  

 

(Cross talk.) 

 

MS. ERBE:  – rational for those people who don’t – 

 

MS. WOOD:  National Education Association and others have been running 

schools for 40 years and that’s why we’re in one of the messes that we’re in are these 

teacher unions, which I think Michelle will agree.  

 

(Cross talk.)  

 



MS. ERBE:  All right. Now we’re out of time on this topic.  Behind the headlines: 

boomers and retirement.  Seventy-seven million baby boomers in America are set to 

redefine what it means to retire by living longer, working into retirement, and staying 

active.  Last year the oldest baby boomers turned 60.  In her new Book, “Retired with 

Husband,” Mary Louise Floyd writes about baby boomer superwoman’s newest 

challenge in retirement.   

 

(Begin video segment.) 

 

MARY LOUISE FLOYD [Author, “Retired with Husband”]:  There’s just 

absolutely no doubt that women, particularly superwomen, have no transition problem.  

Because they have multi-tasked.  They had their place in the work place as wage earners 

and when they retire, they’ve given up that identity, but they move into the second 

identity that they’ve always had, and that’s CEO of hearth and home.   

 

First wave baby boomer men did not have any responsibility in the home other 

than maybe paying the mortgage and taxes.  The responsibility of the home, running the 

home, being corporate manager as I say of the home is the woman’s responsibility.  So 

when men retire, they’ve lost their identity and they try to find it on the back nine.  

Twenty-five to 30 years past 60 is a long, long time to find daily purpose on the golf 

course.   

 

MS. ERBE:  And exactly who is this boomer superwoman Floyd talks about in 

her book?   

 

MS. FLOYD:  Superwoman is the first cohort of a generation to be educated for a 

career.  She is the woman of all colors, ethnicity, and religions who took a place in the 

work place and at the same time modeled her mother in the traditional role of women in 

the home.  As a consequence, she broke glass ceilings and multi-tasked as traditional 

homemaker.  And she feels empowered from the newly earned power and force that she 

acquired during her 1946-1964 era, and so she’s ready for new challenges.   

 

MS. ERBE:  But retirement means change even for these women, so Floyd says 

they should set goals for themselves and for their husbands, including better 

communication.   

 

MS. FLOYD:  Now that women will be home, retired with their husbands 24/7, 

they’re realizing that their husbands aren’t the empathetic listeners and communicators 

that their women colleagues have been, and therefore if it’s a woman’s need and she’s 

superwoman, she can teach her husband empathetic communication skills.  And then she 

also teaches him how to make friends beyond the one-upmanship scenario of the 

workplace.  

 

MS. ERBE:  While retirement may require a re-examination of home life for 

some boomers, Floyd insists with a little planning, the years ahead offer limitless 

opportunities.  



 

MS. FLOYD:  Second adulthood gives us the opportunity to find our unique 

giftedness, that special good purpose for which each of us was put on this planet beyond 

our résumés and net worth.  It is the legacy that we wish to leave.  We are the only 

generation ever in history to be given the opportunity to add a new chapter to history.  

We are leaving our first adulthood with all the accumulated wisdom we acquired, and 

now we have the opportunity of a second adulthood to rewrite our lives, set new goals, 

set new objectives, pursue a whole new career, be anything we want to be.  But we need 

to have a strategy, we need to set goals, and we need to change problems into 

opportunities.   

 

(End video segment.) 

 

MS. ERBE:  And part of the strategy she suggests retired wives set up for their 

husbands is to – because they’re so used to being on a schedule – make a retirement 

schedule: go to Wal-Mart to pick up toilet paper, go to whatever grocery store, go to 

dentist.  Why not just teach them how to relax or let them relax? 

 

MS. BEYER:  Well, I just don’t think this generation is going to relax.  I mean, if 

you listen to her, she’s your typical baby boomer.  You know, we approach everything as 

though we invented it.  And we’re going to reinvent it.  I don’t now if you say Dennis 

Hopper on the commercial – the Ameriprise commercial where he’s talking about 

retirement and don’t go gentle into that good night.  No, we’re going to rage at this last 

stage of our lives.  And I really do think that the narcissistic baby boomers who’ve 

always been fed – you know, everything has sort of been geared to us because we were 

such a great market.  I think we’re going to reinvent ourselves.  It will take men about 

three years because the women – many of us who had children – had our identity crisis 

during those years, so we’ve kind of figured out how to deal with these identity crises.  

They’re going to have to – some of them find another business, do some consulting, join 

a nonprofit.  I think it’s going to be a vital time.   

 

MS. WOOD:  I hope they do, because they’re going to be raiding the Social 

Security funds – (laughter) – if they all decide to retire, so I hope that people now at 65 

decide, I do have time for another job, a second career, because they’re going to need it.   

 

DEL. NORTON:  Well, you put your finger on it.  It is true that what is really 

causing this is not retirement, or even baby booming. What’s causing it is 20-30 more 

years of life.  And so men who used to – excuse me – die – (laughter) – are now finding 

they have to not only get a life, but get a new life.  Isn’t it wonderful that the women 

already have a life?  Even those who have worked do not come out retiring and don’t 

know what to do.  What is taking care of this right now is that baby boomers are finding 

that particularly with the disparity between the rich and the rest of us in the economy, a 

lot of them feel more comfortable working because they don’t believe that given the 

economics of the present system, that it is – that they believe it is risky to do anything 

else, so these people are taking care of this issue by continuing to work – perhaps in 

another job, but work.   



 

MS. ERBE:  Right, but what about when we reported on this story a couple of 

years now, but it’s get – and it’s still rare, but will phased retirement will become more 

widespread where it’s not 65 and – you know – don’t let the screen door hit you in the 

butt on the way out; it’s 55, my partner has cancer, I’m going to take some time off to 

spend with him or her, and then – you know, will there be more of that, and working part 

time until 75 or 80? 

 

MS. BERNARD:  I think that’s happening naturally.  I don’t think we’re going to 

need government to do that for us.  I think people are doing that based already on what – 

their family dynamics.  And I would hope that as more people reach 65 and retire that 

they actually consider becoming public school teachers and help us up out with the 

school system.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Right, that’s – you’re heading back to No Child Left Behind.   

 

That’s it for this edition of “To the Contrary.”  Next week, an interview with 

senior Senators Barbara Mikulski and Kay Bailey Hutchinson about women’s increase in 

power in the new Congress and what it means for you.  Please join us on the web for “To 

the Contrary” Extra.  Whether your views are in agreement or to the contrary, please join 

us next time. 

 

(END) 


