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Abstract 

Efforts to expand school choice in recent years have typically focused on charter schools and 
vouchers for students to attend private schools.  However, the large majority of school choices 
exist in the traditional public school sector, where magnets, themed schools (e.g., arts, law, 
health professions), language immersion schools, and networks of innovative school models 
have also proliferated.  A number of districts offer district-wide choice.  A look at all of these 
alternatives shows that, while there are some excellent and innovative schools of choice, choice 
does not guarantee quality, and can sometimes exacerbate inequalities when less advantaged 
students are not offered access to schools worth choosing.  This article summarizes evidence 
about the success of different choice models in the U.S. and about what kinds of state and local 
policies and practices can support a system of high-quality schools that are available to all 
children – that is, a system of schools worth choosing in which every child is chosen by a good 
school that supports his or her needs and interests. 

Efforts to expand school choice are currently a central education policy issue in California and 
the nation.  President Trump and his education secretary, Betsy DeVos, announced early on 
that school “choice” -- by which they mean expanding privately operated charter schools and 
vouchers to private schools as DeVos worked to do in her home state of Michigan – was their 
major education agenda.  They have proposed budgets that expand federal investments in 
existing voucher and charter supports.  Meanwhile, several major philanthropic organizations 
have also continued to expand their investments in these policies, often with a presumption 
that expanding choice in this way will improve quality options for parents and students.  
 
“Choice” is a core American value which, along with freedom, defines a major part of our 
national value system.  All of us want good choices in every aspect of our lives, including the 
schools we choose for our children. And our rhetorical commitment to equity should mean that 
we want good choices for other people’s children as well.  We all know there are some 
excellent charter schools and private schools in the country, as well as a much larger number of 
district-run schools of choice in which children thrive.  However, as a matter of public policy, 
the issue of choice is not so simple.  
 
In Michigan, DeVos was a central player in creating a market system which features the largest 
number and share of for-profit charters in the nation: 79 percent.  (Fewer than 20 percent of 
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charters nationwide are for-profit.)1  In an unexpected twist during her nomination, the 
Massachusetts Charter Public School Association opposed DeVos’ nomination because of 
concerns about the low-quality of many of these charters under Michigan’s lax accountability 
rules.  
 
In addition, one of the nation’s leading proponents and funders of charter schools, Eli Broad, 
strongly opposed DeVos’s nomination, calling her a threat to public education. In a strongly 
worded letter to Senate Majority Leader Mitch McConnell, and Senate Minority Leader Chuck 
Schumer, Broad said, “At the risk of stating the obvious, we must have a secretary of education 
who believes in public education and the need to keep public schools public.”2   

Clearly the issues surrounding school “choice” are more complex than a pro-charter/anti-
charter battle. The central question for a public education system in a democratic society is not 
whether school options exist, but whether they are good ones, and whether high-quality 
schools are available to all children.  The fact that choice does not guarantee quality should be 
clear each time we flick through 500 cable TV channels without finding a single good viewing 
option.  In public education, this kind of choice is not an acceptable outcome.   

The key issue is whether we can create a system in which all schools are worth choosing and all 
children are chosen by good schools.  The key question is how we might accomplish these 
goals?  

The Status of Educational Choice in the U.S.  

Despite the association of choice with privately operated charters and voucher schools, the vast 
majority of schools of choice are operated by public school districts. Since the 1960s, districts 
have sponsored alternatives, such as magnets, themed schools (e.g., arts, law, health 
professions), language immersion schools and networks of innovative school models, such as 
the Internationals High School Network, New Tech High Schools, Boston’s Pilot Schools, and 
California’s Linked Learning Academies.   

Many districts – like New York City, San Francisco, and Cambridge, Massachusetts – have 
pioneered choice systems in which all parents choose schools, most of which are district-run, 
while students are guaranteed access to a neighborhood school.  Meanwhile, choice is 
managed to support racial, economic and linguistic integration, and the districts work to 
continually improve all the schools in the system.  In cases where charters are authorized by 
districts with strong regulations governing oversight, districts can incorporate charters into 
these school improvement efforts.  
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However, private choices have not always been introduced in ways that allow districts to 
manage them as part of a system, or in ways that guarantee quality.  On the voucher front, four 
recent major studies of large statewide programs in Indiana, Louisiana, and Washington D.C.  
found large negative effects on achievement for students who received vouchers to attend 
private schools compared to similar students who stayed in public schools.3   
 
Research also finds mixed outcomes for charters as a group.  For example, a large-scale study of 
student data from 16 states, from the Center for Research on Education Outcomes at Stanford 
University, found that only 17 percent of charter schools produced academic gains that were 
better than traditional public schools, while 37 percent performed worse than their traditional 
public school counterparts serving similar students.  Most showed no difference.4     
 
After 25 years of charter school efforts, there are now about 6,500 public charter schools 
serving 2.5 million students—or about 5 percent of the K-12 student population nationally.5   
This share is considerably greater in some communities: As of 2015-16, it was 95 percent in New 
Orleans, Louisiana, and comprised nearly 1 in 4 students in Los Angeles Unified, which has more 
than 150,000 students enrolled in charters, the largest number of any district in the country.6  
 
The movement has produced some innovative and successful schools across the country that 
engage in high-quality education and produce strong outcomes.  At the same time, concerns 
have emerged about charters that use their autonomy to admit only the most promising 
students and push out those who struggle to learn. 7  As a whole, the charter sector serves 
many fewer special education students and English language learners than do district-run public 
schools, 8 and charter schools are more racially and economically segregated.9   
 
Over time, the charter movement has grown from individual schools mounted by groups with 
innovative education ideas to chains of schools operated by charter management 
organizations, some of them operating as for-profit companies.  The number of for-profit 
education management companies running charter schools increased twenty-fold between 
1995 and 2012, from 5 to 99, and the number of schools they operate increased more than one 
hundred-fold, from 6 to 758.10  These education companies exert substantial influence on U.S. 
policymaking. As Education Week reported in 2013:  

The online education provider K12 Inc.—a publicly traded company with $708 million in 
revenue in 2012—had 39 lobbyists around the country on the payroll last year to work 
for state and local policies that would help expand the use of virtual learning...And the 
charter school operator White Hat Management and its employees contributed more 
than $2 million in campaign support between 2004 and 2012 to mostly Republican 
politicians in Ohio, where the company, which runs 33 schools in three states, is the 
largest for-profit charter operator and has been under fire for poor performance.11 

Consequences of Privatized Choice 
 
 

http://www.k12.com/
http://www.whitehatmgmt.com/


 

4 
 

RESEARCH BRIEF 2018.2  
We Choose ALL: Building a System of Excellent Public Education 

 

While the promise of choice sounds tantalizing, the realities of creating viable choices for all 
students through charters and vouchers have proven to be much more complex.  It turns out 
that in many systems of choice, a relatively small number of good schools are available to a  
 
small number of children—usually the most advantaged.  These schools are oversubscribed, 
and, unless the district is doing something to strengthen all schools, many of those left over are 
of low-quality, offering little meaningful choice. In addition, because schools have incentives to 
admit selectively, high-need students are often excluded from all of the schools nearby and 
cannot get into any school that is not far away, physically dangerous or academically failing.    
 
Some successful charters serve high-need students without “creaming and cropping,” a now 
common process by which schools admit only the most promising students and push out those 
who struggle to learn.  For many schools, however, selectivity has become one of the major 
ways they sustain positive effects.  In a system of accountability where schools are evaluated by 
test scores and threatened with closure if they do not continually increase their scores, the 
easiest way to appear successful is to keep out or push out low-performing students.  Pushing 
out such students through counseled transfers or disciplinary expulsions also reduces school 
costs, leaving fewer hard-to-educate students in the mix.12  
 
Both charters and district-run schools have engaged in these practices,13 but it is easier for 
charters that manage their own admissions and expulsion policies to do so.  In some states, like 
Louisiana, charters are allowed to set admissions policies just like private schools.  In others, 
like California, this practice is illegal, but a recent study found that 1 in 5 California charters 
violate state law by restricting access for high-need students.14  Most studies have found that 
charters underserve English learners and special education students relative to public schools in 
their districts.15  They are also more racially and economically segregated than public schools 
generally.16 
 
In New Orleans, which is now entirely composed of charters, the Southern Poverty Law Center 
had to sue to ensure that charter schools would accept special education students, as most 
refused to do so.17  Even after the lawsuit was resolved, Stanford researchers found that special 
education students, those from the most impoverished families, and other vulnerable young 
people have little choice in the system, as they are often assigned, against their will, to failing 
schools, which frequently close, bouncing them to another failing school – a practice that 
reduces their achievement further.18  While New Orleans has some innovative and successful 
charters, they disproportionately serve the more racially, economically, and educationally 
advantaged students in a highly stratified system that leaves most poor, Black students in what 
the state labels as failing schools that they cannot choose their way out of.19   
 
In recent years, there has been a focused effort to turn public schools in many cities over to 
private operators, stimulated by fiscal crises and reinforced by federal incentives under No 
Child Left Behind to close district-run schools and replace them with charters.  For example, in 
the last two years, a fiscal crisis in Detroit led to the installation of an emergency manager, who  
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has aimed to replace the entire school district with charters.  In Pennsylvania, former Governor 
Tom Corbett cut Philadelphia’s budget by $500 million, throwing it into fiscal distress overnight. 
The local school board was eliminated, hundreds of educators were fired, and a manager was 
installed who carved up the school district and gave large sections to private operators.  More 
than 20 cities have experienced widespread public school closures coupled with charter 
expansion, and the breakup of public school districts into segments given to private 
organizations to run.20   
 
A new organization called Journey for Justice, comprised of civil rights and grassroots 
organizations and community members in 21 cities, has set out to halt this progression, 
demanding “community-driven alternatives to the privatization of and dismantling of public 
schools systems.”21  In addition to New Orleans, its members represent Atlanta, Baltimore, 
Boston, Detroit, Los Angeles, Minneapolis, Newark, New York City, Philadelphia and Pittsburgh, 
and Washington D.C.  The organization explains: 

The policies of the last 15 years, driven more by private interests than by concern for 
our children’s education, are devastating our neighborhoods and our democratic 
rights… Journey for Justice is intentionally creating a space for organized low-income 
and working class communities who are directly impacted by top-down privatization 
and school closing efforts…22 

The coalition notes that in every one of its districts, school closings disproportionately impact 
African American and Latino students, schools and communities.  As a consequence, a number 
of organizations have filed complaints under Title VI of the Civil Rights Act with the Department 
of Education’s Office of Civil Rights, demanding that the Department investigate the racial 
impact of public school closings in these cities.  

The experiences of students in many of these cities were graphically described in the recently 
released NAACP report23 challenging the choice agenda.  Based on seven hearings across the 
country following its call for a moratorium on charter schools last year, the report highlighted 
both the good work of some charters and the widespread problems with others.  These range 
from exclusionary admissions and pushout policies to placements in schools far from children’s 
homes to poor teaching and financial scandals.   
 
The report noted that closing failing charter schools is not an answer to low quality. More than 
2500 charters have closed since 2001 – nearly 40 percent of those started in that time – 
disproportionately affecting Black children and disrupting the education of tens of thousands of 
low-income children of color.  The closings frequently sent students from one failing school to 
another and have had a negative effect on achievement for those students.24 

Furthermore, some types of charters have had predictably negative effects on students.  For 
example, virtual or on-line charters – most of which are for-profit – have been found to  
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produce far lower achievement for their students in both math and reading than traditional 
public schools serving similar students.  The differences in student learning equate to a student 
losing 72 days of learning in reading and 180 days of learning in mathematics, based on a 180-
day school year.25 NCES data also show that 87 percent of virtual schools were identified as low 
graduation rate schools in 2013-14, with an average graduation rate of only 40 percent, less 
than half the national average rate (82 percent).26 

These experiences suggest that, without effective regulations and a strong public education 
system that creates high-quality schools and manages choice, developing a system of schools 
worth choosing proves to be an elusive goal.    
   
Differences Across Contexts  
 
These worst case scenarios are not inevitable.  Outcomes do vary across states, which have very 
different laws.27 Whereas states like Minnesota, Massachusetts and California initially passed 
laws exercising considerable oversight of charters to ensure fair access, a thoughtful 
curriculum, qualified staff, civil rights protections and financial stability; some other states have 
allowed almost anyone to start up a school with little accountability.  
 
In carefully regulated Massachusetts, for example, the state’s 81 charters, which operate under 
a cap that voters refused to lift last November, are consistently found to be high-performing.28  
These schools are held to rigorous expectations not only for curriculum and staffing quality, and 
academic performance, but also for the admission and retention of high-needs students.   
 
Unlike those in Louisiana, for example, Massachusetts charters may not impose admissions 
requirements, must admit students by lottery and must serve special education students and 
English learners.  Their willingness to do this must be publicly posted and, after earlier 
concerns, is now monitored extensively by the Department of Education, which not only 
approves recruitment and retention plans and enrollment as well as attrition data, but also 
makes anonymous "Mystery Parent" calls to verify that students with high levels of need are 
provided with “equal and unfettered access to each school's application and enrollment 
process.”  To renew a charter for an additional five years, a school must affirmatively 
demonstrate faithfulness to its charter, academic program success and organizational viability, 
as well as adherence to its recruitment and retention plan to serve high-need students.    
 
Meanwhile, Boston authorizes a small number of charters and also operates many district-run 
schools of choice through its successful Pilot Schools program29 and others.  Boston is one of 
the higher achieving cities in the nation on the National Assessment of Educational Progress, 
and has created means for supporting high-quality options throughout the city.   
 
Similarly, Denver has created a system with many high-quality options both by providing 
district-run schools of choice and supporting professional development for both district-run  
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schools and charter schools.  It operates a rigorous authorization process and ensures that all 
students are served by schools they want to choose by managing the admissions process by 
which lotteries are used to allocate students to schools (so that high-need students are not 
excluded).  In addition, the district ensures that empty seats in charters are filled from the 
lottery wait list when there is attrition during the year.  Charters cannot expel students on their 
own; they must go through a district-run process that provides due process and seeks to 
minimize student exclusions.  
 
By contrast, in Ohio and Arizona, where an unregulated market strategy has created a huge 
range of for-profit and nonprofit providers with few public safeguards, most charter schools 
have low ratings and charter school students achieve at consistently lower levels than their 
demographically similar public school counterparts.30    
 
In unregulated contexts, scandals abound, especially in on-line virtual charter schools, which 
have consistently negative outcomes nationwide,31 while they reap the largest profits, since 
operators do not have to purchase buildings and often hire few teachers at low salaries.  For 
example, over the course of nearly a decade, the Columbus Dispatch reported on the 
cyberschool eCot in Ohio, which in one month received $932,030 in taxpayer money for 2270 
students, but could provide evidence that only seven students had logged on.  At another point, 
only 25 percent of eCot students had actually received computers, and student-teacher ratios 
reached as high as 150 to 1.  Nonetheless, the state did not close the school or many other 
failing schools with widespread abuses.32 
 
In Michigan, critics, including many charter school proponents, say the state’s unaccountable 
charter school policies have produced many failing schools in the state’s poorest communities.  
These include Detroit, now the nation’s worst-performing city district.  Investigative reporting 
by the New York Times described the city as “awash in choice, but not quality,” dealing with 
competition that “created chaos” and “replicated failure.”33 Eighty percent of Michigan’s 
charters are for-profit; the largest of these are on-line -- a class of schools that is typically low 
performing.  In 2015, a federal review of a grant application for Michigan charter schools found 
an “unreasonably high” number of charters among the worst-performing 5 percent of public 
schools statewide.  The number of charters on the list had doubled from 2010 to 2014.34 In 
denying the grant, reviewers also cited very low graduation rates for charter students, in 
particular low-income students, English language learners and students with disabilities.  
 
The policies have also weakened the finances and performance of traditional public-school 
districts. Michigan State Board of Education President John Austin, who describes himself as a 
strong charter-school supporter, has noted that the expansion of choice in that state is 
“destroying learning outcomes.”35  And indeed, Michigan’s overall performance has declined 
dramatically in the last 15 years.  Until the early 2000s, Michigan was typically in the top tier of 
states in achievement on the National Assessment of Educational Progress, especially in math.  
However, by 2015 it was lagging most other states.36 In 4th grade reading, only six states scored 
lower, and no state scored lower for Black students in reading or math.37  In comparisons  
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among cities, Detroit’s students scored below those in every single major U.S. city, by a large 
margin.38   
 
An International Perspective 
 
Michigan’s outcomes are similar to those that colleagues and I found in our investigation of 
several countries that had adopted privatization initiatives without safeguards.  In our 2016 
book, Global Education Reform,39 we tracked what happened in Chile, beginning under dictator 
Augusto Pinochet in 1980, and later in Sweden, starting in 1992, when these wealthy countries 
adopted widespread voucher and charter-like policies, including public funding to private for-
profit providers, while disinvesting in their public systems and allowing resources for schools to 
grow more unequal.  Both are now trying to reverse course after their systems became more 
segregated and unequal, and dropped dramatically in achievement in comparison to their 
international counterparts.   
 
Sweden, once the educational jewel of high-achieving Scandinavia, now performs well below 
most European and Asian countries on the Program for International Student Assessment 
(PISA)—and below the United States.  It stands in sharp contrast to Finland, once the least-
educated Scandinavian country, which made substantial investments in a high-quality public 
system beginning in the 1970s, and now consistently performs near the top of the international 
rankings. 
 
Meanwhile, Chile performs even lower than Sweden, closer to the ranks of developing nations, 
despite featuring a wealthy upper class.  And it has only one-third as many high-performing 
students as economically disadvantaged Cuba, which leads the countries in South and Central 
America by a very wide margin.  Like Finland, Cuba invested equitably in its public schools with 
a highly-prepared teaching force, thoughtful inquiry-oriented curriculum, and strong 
relationships with parents and families.   
 
Can Choice and Democracy Co-Exist? 

A public education system cannot leave choice to chance:  It must design policies that ensure 
equitable access to high-quality schools for all children.  

Are there ways for us to get the benefits of choice without the downsides that have 
accompanied initiatives like Michigan’s, Sweden’s, and Chile’s?  
 
Massachusetts demonstrates some of the principles that might support a democratic system 
that incorporates productive choice.  Schools of choice aimed at democratic values would 
increase educational quality and equity, not by creating a competitive marketplace of successes 
and failures, but encouraging innovation and allowing more diversity among schools, including 
public schools run by districts, thereby enabling students to find settings that support their  
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learning styles and passions, and by giving parents a greater voice in school improvement,40  
while protecting students’ rights of access and guarantees of basic educational quality.  
 
A commitment to equity and access would demand open admissions policies and would disallow 
selective admissions that would separate schools by their ability to choose their students, 
rather than by the ability of all students and families to choose their schools.  Schools of choice 
would need to be monitored to ensure that they do not push or counsel out students who 
present educational challenges.  School funding would need to be equitable across all schools 
and pose no burdens to families for tuition, fees or transportation.  For-profit entities would be 
disallowed as they have an inherent conflict of interest. In order to maintain profit margins, 
such schools must continually decide which services will be reduced or which students will not be 
served because they are too expensive to educate.   
 
In short, the system must operate like a public system.  To serve the public purpose, schools 
also need to help develop a citizenry that shares common values and knowledge and can live 
together productively in a pluralistic democracy.  To accomplish this, schools must be a vehicle 
for integrating different groups to a common democratic relationship.  Furthermore, public 
ownership must remain close to the local community being served, providing oversight from 
agencies that have both a commitment to the goals of public education and a capacity for 
effective monitoring.  Continuous improvement processes that share knowledge and help 
schools build capacity should be based in a collaborative, rather than competitive, framework 
for school operations.   
 
Finally, the elements of a strong system of education that guarantees good choices to all 
students must be developed.  As we have seen in high-performing nations around the world, 
key to success is the creation of a teaching and learning system that not only prepares all 
teachers and school leaders well for the challenging work they are asked to do, but it ensures 
that schools are organized to support both student and teacher learning, and that the 
standards, curriculum and assessments that guide their work encourage the kind of knowledge 
and abilities needed in the 21st century.41  The elements include:  
 

• Supports for children’s welfare, so that they can come to school ready to learn.  In 
the current U.S. context, this can be advanced through community schools that offer 
wraparound services and other integrated supports that research shows support 
stronger attendance, achievement and graduation rates, as well as productive 
connections to families and communities.42  

• Supportive early learning environments.  In California and Los Angeles, this could be 
accomplished by expanding the successful TK program to serve all 4-year-olds and 
creating a more coordinated approach to early childhood care and education for 
zero to 3-year-olds.43 

• Equitably funded schools which provide equitable access to high-quality teaching.  
Beyond the state’s Local Control Funding Formula, districts should allocate funding 
to schools based on student needs and staff schools that serve the highest-need  
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students with experienced and well-prepared teachers by offering strong leaders 
and attractive working conditions.  

• Well-prepared and well-supported teacher and school leaders, enabled by strong 
clinical preparation in high-quality programs, including district residencies that train 
educators well for a local context in which they will stay, along with mentoring, job-
embedded professional learning in collaborative work environments and 
opportunities to contribute to school decision making.  

• Schools organized for in-depth student and teacher learning, with time and 
structures for experiential, inquiry-oriented learning grounded in the new standards; 
performance-based assessments; and teacher planning and collaboration time.  
These schools can learn from one another within networks that share knowledge.  
 

At the heart of the challenge is creating a system of schools worth choosing in which all children 
are chosen.  Moreover, children need to choose and be chosen by a good school that serves 
them well and is readily accessible to them, including a high-quality neighborhood public 
school.  This can be accomplished within public education systems if there is a clear focus on 
building capacity in all schools, creating collaborative learning opportunities and supporting 
school diversity to match students’ needs, rather than focusing on competition that creates 
winners and losers.  To support choice within a system of good schools, it is also important to 
be sure that all families have easy access to detailed information, convenient transportation, 
and open enrollment processes that include all, rather than excluding those with greater needs. 
 
As John Dewey wrote more than a century ago in The School and Society, “What the best and 
wisest parent wants for his own child, that must the community want for all of its children.  Any 
other ideal for our schools is narrow and unlovely; acted upon, it destroys our democracy…Only 
by being true to the full growth of all the individuals who make it up, can society by any chance 
be true to itself.” 44 
 

1 http://www.mlive.com/education/index.ssf/2013/11/national_charter_school_report.html 
2 https://edsource.org/2017/eli-broads-opposition-to-devos-reveals-faultlines-in-charter-
school-movement/576590 
3 https://www.brookings.edu/research/on-negative-effects-of-vouchers/  Two studies have 
examined the effects of vouchers in Louisiana: Atila Abdulkdiroglu, Parag A. Pathak, and 
Christopher R. Walters (2015). School Vouchers and Student Achievement: Evidence form the 
Louisiana Scholarship Program, NBER Working Paper 21839 (Cambridge, MA: NBER). and 
Jonathan N. Mills and Patrick J. Wolf (2016). The Effects of the Louisiana Scholarship Program 
on Student Achievement After Two Years (Fayetteville, AR: University of Arkansas Department 
of Education Reform). The study of Indiana is by Joseph Waddington and Mark Berends, 
Vouchers in the Crossroads, Heterogeneous Impacts on Student Achievement and Attendance 
across Private Schools in Indiana (nd). For Washington, DC, see Dynarski, M., Rui, N., Webber, 
A., Gutmann, B. Evaluation of the DC Opportunity Scholarship Program: Impacts After One Year 
(NCEE 2017-4022). Washington, DC: National Center for Education Evaluation and Regional 
Assistance, Institute of Education Sciences, U.S. Department of Education. 
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Washington, DC: Author. 
7 http://www.publicadvocates.org/wp-content/uploads/Report-Unequal-Access-080116.pdf 
8 Miron, G., Urschel, J. L., Mathis, W, J., & Tornquist, E. (2010). Schools without Diversity: 
Education Management Organizations, Charter Schools and the Demographic Stratification of 
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http://nepc.colorado.edu/publication/EMO-profiles-10-11. 
11 Davis, M. (2013). Education Companies Exert Public Policy Influence. Education Week, 32(29).  
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13 See for example, Vazquez Heilig, J. & Darling-Hammond, L. (2008). “Accountability Texas 
Style: The Progress and Learning of Urban Minority Students in a High-Stakes Testing Context.”  
Educational Evaluation and Policy Analysis, Vol. 30 (June 2008), pp. 75-110. 
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