
 Wednesday, June 10, 2009 ¬ ¬ ¬ *   H O U S T O N  C H R O N I C L E   B 9OUTLOOK

Medical costs can be cut 
without lowering quality

M
CALLEN, Texas, spends more 
per person on health care than 
any other metropolitan area 
in America, except for Miami. 
Why would this poor border 

town spend $15,000 a year per Medicare en-
rollee? Rochester, Minn., home to the famed 
Mayo Clinic, only spends about half as much. 
Find the answer, and we have the formula for 
national health-care reform — that is, control-
ling costs without cutting quality.

Atul Gawande, a Boston surgeon writing in 
The New Yorker, has landed on an explana-
tion. It’s the different medical cultures, and 
with them, the incentives for prescribing care. 
“The most expensive piece of medical equip-
ment, as the saying goes, is a doctor’s pen,” 
Gawande notes. Over-treatment is not neces-
sarily harmless. More Americans die of com-
plications of surgery than in car accidents.

My conservative friends resist this re-
sponse. They believe that the market provides 
the best incentive system and that the govern-
ment should keep its nose out of health care.

Let’s first consider 
other possible reasons 
for these numbers:

Malpractice suits. 
The Rio Grande Valley 
is supposed to be one 
of those “judicial hell-
holes” in which doc-
tors order extra tests 
to protect themselves. 
Actually, it’s home to 
few medical malprac-
tice suits, thanks to 
a Texas law that caps pain-and-suffering 
awards.

Unhealthy people. McAllen has high pov-
erty and obesity rates. True, but so does El 
Paso County, where Medicare spending is half 
that of McAllen. Their populations are similar 
in size and numbers of non-English speakers, 
illegal immigrants and the unemployed.

Superior care. McAllen’s facilities do offer 
superb technology. But on the Medicare rank-
ings for quality of care, El Paso’s hospitals out-
performed McAllen’s on 23 of the 25 criteria.

Dartmouth College’s Institute for Health 
Policy and Clinical Practice compared treat-
ments ordered in McAllen and El Paso. 
Patients in McAllen received 60 percent 
more stress tests with echocardiography, 200 
percent more tests to diagnose carpal-tunnel 
syndrome and 550 percent more studies to di-

agnose prostate problems. They provided two 
to three times as many pacemakers, implant-
able defibrillators, cardiac-bypass operations 
and so on.

The Dartmouth researchers found that 
patients in high-cost areas were less likely to 
receive inexpensive preventive care, such as 
flu shots. They had longer waits in emergency 
rooms and were less likely to have a primary-
care physician. “They got more of the stuff 
that costs more,” Gawande writes, “but not 
more of what they needed.”

The lower-cost centers had adopted mea-
sures to discourage doctors from piling on 
unnecessary treatment. Doctors at Mayo work 
on fixed salaries. Well-performing centers 
where physicians are paid by the procedure 
had taken other steps. For example, their doc-
tors couldn’t cherry-pick patients with good 
coverage and send them to specialty hospitals 
that they own.

McAllen is an extreme case of what rou-
tinely goes on in American health care. In 
2006, U.S. doctors performed one surgical 

procedure for every 
five people! Further-
more, it’s not true that 
Americans are espe-
cially unhealthy. They 
may be fatter than oth-
ers, but they smoke 
and drink less.

The Obama admin-
istration believes that 
shrinking the expen-
diture gap between the 
Mayos and the McAl-

lens will free up resources to insure everyone 
and curb growing federal deficits. Its critics 
argue that this is the road to rationing.

OK. Suppose you report heartburn symp-
toms to your doctor. Would you rather be 
started off with an antacid or have an endo-
scope shoved down your throat, with the risk 
of puncturing your upper GI tract? More than 
70 percent of doctors in high-cost cities said 
they would immediately send you to a gastro-
enterologist and/or order an endoscopy.

The Tums-first route would seem more ra-
tional than rationing. The simpler treatment 
is also less expensive, but let’s not hold that 
against it.

Harrop is a syndicated columnist based in 
Providence, R.I. She can be e-mailed at 
fharrop@projo.com.
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O
FFICIALS in 46 states and the 
District of Columbia agreed June 1 
to move toward uniform learning 
goals in reading and mathemat-
ics for children nationwide. The 

effort, led by the National Governors Asso-
ciation and the Council of Chief State School 
Officers, was applauded by U.S. Secretary of 
Education Arne Duncan.

Sadly, science was left out, and education 
leaders in Texas — along with Alaska, Mis-
souri and South Carolina — have so far de-
clined to support the plan.

A Texas Education Agency spokeswoman 
told Education Week that the state recently 
invested in new testing materials and text-
books, after approving revised English and 
math standards. 
Changing plans 
might cost up to 
$3 billion, she 
said.

But the situ-
ation actually 
u n d e r s c o r e s 
what happens 
when each state 
adopts radi-
cally different 
e d u c a t i o n a l 
standards. Pub-
lishers must 
create multiple 
versions of text-
books to reflect 
a hodgepodge 
of learning goals. Inconsistent expectations 
mean that a Texas student who excels in sci-
ence might fall behind if the family moves.

It’s a mistake to overlook the central role of 
science in every aspect of modern life, partic-
ularly the economy. From pre-school through 
high school, we need to teach science more 
effectively so that all students are prepared 
for the science- and technology-based 21st 
century economy. Virtually all future jobs will 
require at least some familiarity and comfort 
with science and technology.

We have to do better by children. Some 
34 percent of all U.S. fourth graders, and 
43 percent of eighth graders, scored below 
basic achievement levels in science on the 
U.S. Department of Education’s most recent 
national report card. In a 2007 report, U.S. 
15-year-olds ranked 21st among students in 30 
developed nations, behind Iceland and ahead 
of the Slovak Republic, on the Programme 

for International Student Assessment. Even 
among college freshmen, nearly 30 percent 
need remedial science and math classes.

Our top-performing science students are 
still among the world’s elite. But other young 
people are lagging. That’s bad for the U.S. 
economy: McKinsey & Co. consultants say 
that closing the science gap between U.S. and 
international students could have increased 
America’s gross domestic product by $1.3 tril-
lion to $2.3 trillion in 2008. Closing the racial 
gap in science scores among U.S. students 
might have added another half-trillion dollars, 
the firm reported.

One promising strategy for improving sci-
ence-learning standards will soon be reintro-
duced by Sen. Chris Dodd, D-Conn., and Rep. 
Vernon Ehlers, R-Mich. Their SPEAK Act 
(“Standards to Provide Educational Achieve-
ment for All Kids”) would encourage states 
to adopt national science standards set by the 
National Assessment Governing Board. With 
the No Child Left Behind Act due for revision, 

the SPEAK Act 
suggests an ef-
fective template 
for establishing 
science-educa-
tion guidelines. 

Preparing a 
science-literate 
workforce will 
require more 
than uniform 
standards. Ad-
equate fund-
ing will also be 
key. Already, 
the government 
has begun to 
distribute $100 
billion in stim-

ulus funds to help schools build important 
programs, keep teachers on the job and mod-
ernize facilities. 

America also must improve teacher pay 
and classroom support, provide consistently 
high-quality textbooks, and make science 
“cool” again. President Barack Obama, his 
education secretary and bipartisan leaders 
in Congress are showing leadership, but they 
need encouragement and support to persist.

Voluntary, nationwide education standards 
in science, along with reading and math, are 
the next logical step, promising dividends for 
tomorrow’s workforce and for our economy. 
Texas should get on board, too.

Leshner is the chief executive officer of the 
American Association for the Advancement of 
Science (AAAS) and executive publisher of the 
journal Science. Roseman is director of Project 
2061, the AAAS science-literacy initiative.

Adopt national standards 
to help children compete

U.S. needs uniform goals 
to prepare lagging students
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FROMA HARROP says researchers 
found that reducing the incentives to 
order extra tests can result in better 
health care at lower prices.

Applause for Lebanon’s free and fair election

I 
confess. I’m a sucker for free and fair 
elections. It warms my heart to watch 
people drop ballots in a box to express 
their will, especially in a region where 
that so rarely happens. So I came to 

Lebanon on Sunday to watch the Lebanese 
hold their national election. It was indeed free 
and fair — not like the pretend election you 
are about to see in Iran, where only candidates 
approved by the Supreme Leader can run. No, 
in Lebanon it was the real deal, and the results 
were fascinating: President Barack Obama 
defeated President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad 
of Iran.

OK, I know. Neither man was on the bal-
lot, but there’s no question whose vision 
won here. First, a solid majority of Lebanese 
Christians voted against the list of Michel 
Aoun, who wanted to align their community 
with the Shiite Hezbollah party, and tacitly 

Iran, because he viewed them as being best 
able to protect Christian interests — not the 
West. The Christian majority voted instead 
for those who wanted to preserve Lebanon’s 
sovereignty and independence from any re-
gional power.

Second, a solid majority of all Lebanese 
— Muslims, Christians and Druse — voted 
for the March 14 coalition led by Saad Hariri, 
the son of the slain Lebanese prime minister, 
Rafik Hariri. This U.S.-supported coalition 
sees Lebanon’s future as a state independent 
of Syrian and Iranian influence and commit-
ted to its pluralism, modern education, a mod-
ern economy and a progressive outlook.

Saad Hariri, with 71 out of 128 seats in Par-
liament, is likely to be the next prime minister. 
He knows that his Cabinet will have to include 
significant elements of the Aoun faction and 
Hezbollah. But to the extent that anyone came 

out of this election with the moral authority to 
lead the next government, it was the coalition 
that wants Lebanon to be run by and for the 
Lebanese — not for Iran, not for Syria and not 
for fighting Israel.

Alas, Lebanon is still far from having a 
stable government, and Hezbollah remains a 
powerful, armed force outside the Lebanese 
state. Nevertheless, something important 
happened here: The Lebanese mainstream, 
armed only with ballots, not bullets, won.

“They voted for their country and way of 
life,” said the Lebanese historian Kemal Sali-
bi. “There was a doggedness. It was a triumph 
of hope and courage.”

Ballots were the only weapons the March 
14 coalition had against an Iran-Hezbollah-
Syria alliance that is widely suspected of hav-
ing been involved in murdering Rafik Hariri, 
as well as six progressive members of the last 
Parliament and two of Lebanon’s best journal-
ists — Gebran Tueni and Samir Kassir — for 
having insisted on their country’s indepen-
dence. And yet, the allies, sons and, in one 
case, daughter — Nayla Tueni — of these slain 
politicians still stood for election and won.

I watched the voting at a school in the 
mountain village of Brummana. People came 
by car, by wheelchair, by foot — young, old 
and sick. One very elderly lady walked in 

hooked up to a small oxygen tank. 
“People never turned out like this before,” 

Sebouh Akharjelian, 29, a businessman in the 
voting line, said to me. “The stakes are very 
high. It is either surrender to Ahmadinejad or 
be in the pro-Western camp.”

It was striking to me how conciliatory the 
leader of Hezbollah, Hassan Nasrallah, was in 
the concession speech on Monday. 

All the fiery rhetoric and threats of the pre-
vious weeks were gone.  It tells you that there 
is a power in all those people, all the little old 
ladies, who voted against him, and he seemed 
to know it.

While the Lebanese deserve 95 percent 
of the credit for this election, 5 percent goes 
to two U.S. presidents. As more than one 
Lebanese whispered to me: Without George 
Bush standing up to the Syrians in 2005 
 this free election would not have happened. 
Bush helped create the space. Power matters. 
Obama helped stir the hope. Words also mat-
ter.

   In a region where extremists tend to go all 
the way and moderates tend to just go away, 
seeing moderates stand their ground and win 
somewhere — well, that’s worth applauding. 

Friedman is a columnist for The New York 
Times and a three-time Pulitzer Prize winner.

THOMAS FRIEDMAN says something 
important happened in Lebanon’s 
election Sunday: The mainstream won 
with ballots, not bullets.
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