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Advocates of charter schools, school vouchers, and sim-
ilar school reform ideas often talk as though American

families today have no choice as to where they send their children for ele-
mentary and secondary schooling. These critics of the traditional public
education bureaucracy typically portray it as an unresponsive and ineffi-
cient monopoly that simply assigns children to a school based upon their
home address.1 This description fails to capture the very considerable
degree to which families already select the schools their children attend.

This chapter describes the nature and extent of school choice currently
available and exercised. Accurately tallying up the choosers is difficult for
several reasons, which we explore below; but it is worth noting at the out-
set that, by one plausible way of counting, more than half of American fam-
ilies now exercise school choice. Considerably more of that choice occurs
in the public sector than in the private sector. Further, some families have
more choice than others.

That the current system provides more opportunities for school choice
than is typically acknowledged does not directly speak to the question of
whether altering the access or allocation of school choice would be a good
idea. It does suggest, however, that there is grist for empirical analysis of
issues that have tended to be debated in abstract and theoretical terms.

13



Public School Choice

Most American children attend a public school to which they are assigned,
usually on the basis of where they live. This is hardly the same as saying
families have no choice. A world of no choice would be one in which fam-
ilies were told where they had to live and in which children in each neigh-
borhood were required to go to school together; or in which the federal
government gathered up all of America’s young and sent them off to board-
ing schools based upon, say, a lottery or what a team of professionals
thought was best for the children or for the nation. Our world, however,
is very different. Put simply, by deciding where they live, families can gen-
erally determine which public schools their children will attend.

Choice of Residence

Given that reality, one might be tempted to say that all or nearly all par-
ents are making a school choice for their children. After all, if their children
are enrolled in neighborhood public schools, then merely by deciding not to
move somewhere else, the parents are choosing to retain those assignments.
It is probably fair to say that, at the extreme, if their lives depended upon it,
or if their children’s lives depended upon it, nearly all families could, and
would, move. Surely most people would agree that the decision not to move
is a far too expansive notion of what constitutes making a school choice for
one’s children. Inequities in the distribution of income and wealth, along
with racial discrimination that persists despite open-housing legislation,
mean that residential mobility is an option that is far more available to some
families than others. On the other hand, it would just as surely be a mistake
to say that no one chooses their child’s school by deciding where to live.

Clearly, the residential choices made by a large number of families are
very much driven by school choice. Many families first decide precisely where
they want their children to go to school, and having done that, they find a
house or apartment in the right location. So many a household changes res-
idence in anticipation of the eldest child heading off to kindergarten. Cross-
national evidence suggests that the rate of moving among households with
young children is especially high in the United States.2 Other families take
schools generally into account when deciding where to live. For example,
when moving into a metropolitan area many families opt for the suburbs,
or for a specific suburb, because of the reputation of the schools. Realtors
typically provide information about the schools near the homes they are
trying to sell. There are books and consultants available to provide advice
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about the schooling consequences of a new place to live. Still other fami-
lies deliberately move to get away from a poorly performing school or a
bad school experience their children have had.

It is also clear that many families pay little or no attention to the local
schools when deciding where to live. Some families can only afford to live
in one or two parts of town, and they will take the first adequate home or
apartment that comes their way. Indeed, poor families seeking subsidized
housing often have no choice at all as to where they live; they just take the
one apartment offered to them by the local housing authority. Other par-
ents may feel unwelcome in a new neighborhood or find it uncomfortable
or otherwise undesirable to move away from where they were raised. Some
families in this broad category might well wish to make a different school
choice for their children but feel constrained to accept the local public
school because of a sense that their residential opportunities are so cir-
cumscribed. It is important to remember too, of course, that for some poor
families residential mobility may be imposed, not selected. Changing rents,
job loss, or marital breakup can force parents to relocate against their will.
One study found that children living with only one parent move twice as
frequently as those living in two-parent households.3 Largely involuntary
mobility in some low-income areas creates tremendous barriers to learn-
ing, both for the students who move and for the schools that must accom-
modate them.4

Other families could take schools into account when making a choice
of residence, but they do not. Some, for example, move to new communi-
ties for employment opportunities and make their housing choices at a time
when they are uninformed about the schools. Many couples move into a
house or apartment before they have children, oblivious to the schooling
situation, and simply stay on when they become parents, never really con-
sidering moving for schools that might be better for their children. There
are those who put their own convenience (say, proximity to work) or taste
(say, the kind of house they live in) ahead of any consideration of the local
schools. Indeed, some parents may care little about their children’s educa-
tion, and still others may believe that they would not be very good at select-
ing a school if they tried. What all of these families know is that, wherever
they live, there will be a public school available for their children. For some,
that is good enough—just like the comfort many people take in knowing
that there is a fire department somewhere in the neighborhood.

There are no reliable data on how many families fall into these categories.
It is not even clear which types of family described above ought to be counted
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as intentionally choosing their children’s schools by deciding where to live.
Is it enough that they thought at all about the neighborhood schools? Must
the school have been decisive in determining where they live? What if the
local school was really their second choice but the house was wonderful and
that is why they made the decision? About the best we can do for now is
report what parents say when asked in surveys. For example, in the National
Household Education Survey conducted in 1993 by the National Center for
Education Statistics, about half the parents whose children were assigned to
the local public school claimed that “their choice of residence was influenced
by where their children would go to school.”5 This, of course, is a very vague
statement. Nevertheless, if all of those families were counted as intention-
ally making a school choice through their housing location, then we are talk-
ing about something like 18 or 19 million schoolchildren, a level that would
swamp all of the other school choices now occurring.6

Even if only 25 percent of all public school–using families were said to
be making deliberate school choices through residential selection, that
would cover more than 11 million children—approximately equal to the
aggregate of all other sorts of school choice. Regardless of what the “right”
number is, surely it is true that, for upper-middle-class and wealthier fam-
ilies who have considerable residential flexibility, school choice through
housing choice is a potent and much-exercised option. The 1993 study noted
above found that, in households with income of $50,000 or more, 60 per-
cent of the parents whose children attended an assigned public school took
the schools into account in deciding where to live, in contrast to parents of
just over 40 percent of the children in households with less than $15,000
in income. Race, partly because of its correlation with income, but for other
reasons as well, also can be associated with differential access to residen-
tial mobility as a vehicle for school choice. There is at least some evidence,
though, that such racial barriers are diminishing. Relocation from central
cities to suburbs by young white families with school-age children was a
familiar pattern in older metropolitan areas during the 1950s and 1960s;
there is convincing evidence that there exists a new pattern of black sub-
urbanization that mimics the early white pattern in important respects.7

It is perhaps also worth noting that living in a specific place does not
always guarantee access to the closest, or most convenient, public school.
Sometimes quirks of attendance-area boundary drawing or problems of
school overcrowding have caused certain homes or blocks to be connected
to schools in less convenient locations (although families may well learn
about this before they move in). In addition, some children are assigned to
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out-of-neighborhood schools for reasons of racial balance, either pursuant
to a court order or because of a school district’s own decision, although
this sort of busing appears to be very much on the decline. Again, families
might well be aware of what sort of busing may be in store for them before
they make their residential choice.

From time to time, public school attendance areas are redrawn, perhaps
because new schools are opened or others are closed. These decisions often
generate considerable local resentment, suggesting that the objectors care
very much about their children’s current school or at least are quite unhappy
about the pending disruption.

Intradistrict Choice

Even when we exclude those who exercise choice via their housing loca-
tion decisions, about half of the school choice now being exercised by
American families is taking place in the public education system. Around
10 percent of elementary and secondary school students appear to be
enrolled in public schools that were not assigned to them by virtue of where
they live.8 The most common type of public school choice is intradistrict
choice. That is, a significant number of children (perhaps 4 or 5 million)
attend public schools run by their local school district that have been delib-
erately selected by their families in response to some sort of choice oppor-
tunity (that is, other than by mere assignment based on residence). Often,
but not always, these schools are not the ones located nearest to where the
family lives. These intradistrict choice schemes come in several varieties.

nonneighborhood schools. About one in seven school districts,
and more than one in three districts with more than 10,000 pupils, has
identified one or more schools as nonneighborhood schools.9 These schools
might be termed alternative or experimental or thematic or selective, and
they have been created for a variety of reasons. Sometimes admission is on
a first-come, first-served basis or by lottery. Sometimes selection criteria are
imposed by districts that operate talent-based schools in math and science,
the arts, and so on. Some districts impose racial criteria on these programs—
for example, by giving preference to those children whose presence will pro-
mote racial balance. In any event, students only attend because of family
choice, with no preference given to those who happen to live closest. Of
course, some families may enroll their children in such a school precisely
because it is near to where they live.

Some of the earliest examples of school choice of this sort can be found
among the various specialty schools that offer innovative or accelerated pro-
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grams for students whose high-level aptitude or creativity are not well or
easily served by the conventional curriculum. The oldest among these have
roots in the progressive education movement dating from the 1920s. Wal-
nut Hills High School in Cincinnati, for example, was established in 1918
to serve academically gifted children; similar programs have long existed
elsewhere, including the Bronx High School of Science in New York City,
Lowell High School in San Francisco, and Boston’s Latin School.10 Spe-
cialty schools providing technical and vocational training and special schools
for troubled youngsters also have deep historical roots.

A second major wave of alternative school formation occurred in the
1960s and early 1970s, often in response to parental and teacher pressures
for a nontraditional curriculum. Because there is no universally recognized
definition of what constitutes a specialty or alternative school, estimates of
their prevalence necessarily are imprecise, but one source indicates that there
are more than 2,200 of these choice schools in more than 1,000 districts.11

Amy Wells puts the number at between 3,000 and 6,000 public alternative
schools.12 One study found that 3 million children attend such schools;
another put the number even higher.13

Magnet schools are another important source of intradistrict choice,
although they currently serve fewer students than do specialty and alter-
native schools. The magnet label is usually attached to choice schools that
were intentionally developed as part of a school district’s plan, sometimes
in response to a judicial order, to achieve school integration without rely-
ing exclusively on mandatory reassignment. These schools generally use
racial balance criteria in selecting among those who apply. Beginning in the
mid-1970s, the number of magnet schools expanded rapidly for about ten
or fifteen years. A 1982 study found 1,019 magnets in 138 districts, an
increase from 14 districts in 1975. A 1995 study estimates that 1.2 million
students were attending magnet programs in 2,433 schools located in 230
districts.14 Magnet schools are, for the most part, an option limited to urban
areas, especially large and racially heterogeneous central cities. Based on
the 1990 National Educational Longitudinal Survey (NELS), Adam
Gamoran found that city students were almost three times more likely than
the national average to attend magnet public high schools.15

School choice in the magnet school setting is meant to serve the oppo-
site function than was intended by some school districts in the South that
were engaged in “massive resistance” in the early years after Brown v. Board
of Education.16 Rather than dismantle their previously all-white and all-
black schools, some public school officials merely adopted the rule that stu-
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dents of either race could voluntarily transfer to any other school in the dis-
trict. Unsurprisingly, this failed to generate a rush of white students to the
black schools, and African American families claimed that their children
would not at all be welcome at the hostile white schools. The U.S. Supreme
Court held this pseudochoice regime unconstitutional in Green v. County
School Board.17 The legacy of that strategy is that some advocates of school
integration have been leery of choice ever since.

no neighborhood schools. In a relatively few public school dis-
tricts, all of the public schools are choice schools. Cambridge, Massachu-
setts, developed this scheme in 1981, followed later by cities such as Buffalo,
New York; Montclair, New Jersey; and Berkeley, California. Children are
not assigned to schools on the basis of neighborhood or given an entitle-
ment to attend the school located closest to where they live. Every family
must make a choice; many in fact opt for their neighborhood school. These
communities generally impose racial balance criteria on the school selec-
tion process. Indeed, they have generally adopted this so-called controlled-
choice approach as a way of eliminating racial isolation in their schools,
often in the face of real or threatened judicial intervention. In a legal cur-
rent environment in which judicial intervention for racial balance purposes
is less probable, large-scale, controlled-choice plans now appear to be rel-
atively rare, although some smaller districts have voluntarily adopted this
scheme in recent years.18 Possibly because of its Cambridge origins, this
approach appears to be most popular in Massachusetts, where, for exam-
ple, at least nine districts adopted controlled-choice plans between 1987
and 1991.19

Some districts have moved toward districtwide choice, less as a tool for
integration and more as a vehicle for encouraging educational innovation
and accommodating families and children with diverse interests and needs.
Indeed, in some places school authorities aggressively promote the obliga-
tion of families to choose among schools. New York City’s District 4 is a
prominent example. The community school district in the East Harlem area
of the city began experimenting with public school choice around 1974,
and in 1982 it eliminated attendance zones for all junior high students. This
reform was the outcome of a coalition of renegade teachers, entrepreneur-
ial bureaucrats, and a core of dissatisfied parents and community activists.20

individual transfers. Some families would like to enroll their chil-
dren in a neighborhood school that is located inside their district but in
another neighborhood. In other words, they seek to add choice on top of
what is otherwise basically a system of assignment by place of residence.
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Traditionally, public school districts have been highly reluctant to grant these
requests as a matter of course, even if there is room in the desired school.
In recent years, however, some districts have begun to welcome transfer
petitions, or at least they welcome them if they promote, or do not under-
mine, racial balance. New York City is one example. Based largely on the
perceived success of District 4, the New York City Board of Education, in
1993, established a general program to facilitate choice across all of its thirty-
two community school districts. With New York City public schools cur-
rently serving well over a half million children, this policy, in theory, provides
choice to a huge potential clientele, albeit in an attenuated form.

Yet while nominally allowing students to transfer freely, the New York
program restricts cross-community district transfers to cases in which space
is available. In other words, neighborhood children still have first priority.
Moreover, due to the high-enrollment pressures on New York City schools,
space for outsiders usually is not available.21 The New York City choice
plan is very different from mandatory choice schemes, such as Cambridge’s
controlled-choice plan, but when out-of-neighborhood schools they prefer
have spaces available New York parents are allowed to enroll their chil-
dren in them.

In most districts, as noted, there are no such entitlements. Instead, indi-
vidual transfer requests are still generally granted only for good cause—
typically because the child is having a serious problem in the neighborhood
school that cannot be readily solved there. To be sure, school districts vary
quite a bit in the rigidity and uniformity with which they apply their atten-
dance zone policies. Some districts have clear and explicit provisions for
transfers—for example, when a child wants or needs a special program not
available at the home school. Others have an informal process by which
aggressive parents can obtain exceptions, sometimes by working with local
principals and sometimes by lobbying their school board representative. In
some communities, there are formal mechanisms with appeals processes
that families seeking transfers may utilize. Washington, D.C., for example,
combines some formal choice options (for example, an academic high
school, a school of the performing arts, and special vocational skills pro-
grams) with a largely sub-rosa process in which principals in charge of neigh-
borhood schools are given enormous discretion about whether to accept
children seeking entry from outside their attendance zone. The official
records on discretionary out-of-boundary enrollment deal only with trans-
fers that have been officially sanctioned, and the official count indicates that
there were more than 9,900 such enrollments in March 1994, accounting
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for about one in eight of the District’s pupils.22 This leaves out the many
reputed cases of students using addresses of friends or relatives in order to
gain access to a more desirable school.

Interdistrict Choice

Some families wish to enroll their children in public schools located in
other districts. Again, the public schools have traditionally opposed these
requests except when very convincing reasons are given. School finance
arrangements often discourage such transfers, especially if the rules of the
game require both districts to approve, since it is often to the economic dis-
advantage of one of the districts. In some places, districts are willing to
trade—that is, they will approve these requests on a one-for-one basis.
Recently, however, interdistrict choice has expanded. According to one
report, eighteen states have adopted choice plans that give children rights
to enroll in public schools outside their district of residence.23 Minnesota’s
open-enrollment program, phased in between 1987 and 1990, allows stu-
dents in grades kindergarten through twelve to apply to schools anywhere
in the state. Home districts may not prevent a student from attending school
in another district, and receiving districts may not deny applications to enter
their schools unless space is unavailable.24 Although the Minnesota exam-
ple has sparked a wave of copycat legislation, these plans differ somewhat
from state to state. For example, in some states, school districts have the
option of participating or not; if they do not, then neither may their stu-
dents leave, nor may others enter. Ohio’s experience, for example, has been
that the major urban school districts have opted not to participate for fear
of losing far more students than they could expect to attract.25

The key change brought about by interdistrict transfer plans is that stu-
dents may leave without obtaining the permission of their home district.
Nonetheless, children of families already living in the desired district have
priority rights to attend their own district’s schools. This means, in prac-
tice, that receiving districts can probably block in-transfers they oppose by
refusing to acknowledge that they have space available. Other interdistrict
voluntary transfer schemes have been adopted as part of metropolitan
school desegregation efforts. In some of those plans, inner-city magnet
schools are open to both in-district and out-of-district pupils on terms that
will help further the community’s racial balance goals. A few suburban dis-
tricts have voluntarily opened their doors to inner-city schoolchildren as a
way of promoting integration, but these programs tend to be very small in
scale. Broader participation of the suburban schools has depended upon
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the forceful intervention of federal courts or state officials. Federal courts
have very occasionally overseen the establishment of widespread interdis-
trict choice arrangements as a means of addressing metropolitan racial seg-
regation; but in light of the Supreme Court’s refusal to order integration of
the public schools throughout the Detroit metropolitan area absent a show-
ing of intentional exclusion of African American children from the subur-
ban schools,26 they have been much less likely to get involved in cross-district
remedies than those restricted to local district lines.27

According to one survey, about 200,000 children nationwide (fewer
than 0.5 percent of all public schoolchildren) were participating in various
interdistrict choice programs in 1993.28 Since this study, more states have
enacted interdistrict choice schemes, and the opportunity generally has
probably become more widely known. For example, in Iowa 2.6 percent
of the public school pupil population was participating when the plan
reached its seventh year of operation in 1996–97; Minnesota’s grew from
1.2 percent in the first years to 2.3 percent; and Washington had 2 percent
participating after four years.29 This is to be contrasted with a participa-
tion rate of less than 2 percent in states with such programs in 1993–94.30

One additional phenomenon worth attention is the giving of a false
address. Some families either so much dislike their neighborhood public
school or so prefer another public school, or both, that they pretend that
their children are living other than where they really are. By providing school
officials with a false address, they seek to gain admittance to a different
school. This is a highly motivated form of school choice. Informal inquiries
suggest to us that sometimes school districts are very casual about this mat-
ter, especially when the parents are jumping from one school to another
within the district. Perhaps officials are happy that parents care so much;
and in some cases officials may be eager not to have public attention drawn
to the reasons that some parents are fleeing certain schools. Occasional news
accounts suggest that other times school districts try to be very strict, espe-
cially when the false address is outside of the pupil’s home district. Often
money considerations lie behind this rigidity. Either a district does not want
to lose its children to other districts because of the state funds it will for-
feit, or the receiving district does not want to have to pay to educate the
children from other districts even if it were to get some extra state funds
for additional enrollees. Not surprisingly, there are no reliable data as to
the number of families who exercise choice by giving false addresses. Wash-
ington, D.C., school officials have estimated that about 4,000 to 7,000 stu-
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dents (as much as one in ten) attending schools in the school system actu-
ally live in surrounding jurisdictions.31

Charter Schools

Charter schools are the latest development in schools of choice, and at the
moment, they are the most rapidly expanding form of school choice. These
schools are deliberately designed to straddle the line traditionally distin-
guishing public from private schools. That is, they are officially public
schools, but the charter concept envisions that they are to be quite inde-
pendent in their management. (A great deal of attention is given to them in
later chapters of this book.)

In many states, public authorities may provide charters both to existing
public schools (often termed conversion schools) and to new schools (often
formed by entrepreneurs of various sorts).32 Charter schools receive public
funding on a per student basis, are often responsible for achieving educa-
tional outcomes defined by their chartering body, and are subject to public
oversight. Yet their charters are usually designed to exempt them from many
of the rules and regulations that bind regular public schools to specific stan-
dards and procedures. States vary as to whether a would-be charter school
is to seek its charter from the local district, a state agency, or either.

Minnesota, the national leader in public school interdistrict choice, also
took the lead in the charter school movement, enacting the first legislation
in 1991. By July 1996, charter laws were in place in twenty-five states and
the District of Columbia. As recently as 1993–94, however, there were only
an estimated 32 charter schools actually in operation, all but 6 of them 
in California. By 1995–96 that number had increased to about 250, and in
January 1997 there were 428 charter schools in operation nationwide.33

In the 1997–98 school year, it has been estimated that as many as 170,000
to 200,000 students attended about 700 charter schools.34 Going into the
1998–99 school year, Arizona, California, and Michigan together accounted
for more than half of the nation’s charter schools.35 At this rate of increase,
charter schools could easily be serving more than a million pupils in the
near future. Whether this growth rate can be sustained is another matter,
however, and is explored in depth in Paul Hill’s chapter in this book.

So far, charter schools typically draw pupils from the district in which
they are located, although some charter schools draw generally from the
broader community, and this may be a growing phenomenon in the future.
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Generally speaking, charter schools admit on a first-come, first-served basis
or by lottery, without giving preference based upon where pupils live. In
this respect, charter schools are much like those magnet, alternative, and
other such choice schools that many districts have been operating for years.

Private School Choice

Although there is a great deal of debate right now about voucher plans that
would facilitate greater private school choice, nonpublic education has long
been a matter of controversy.

A Little History

What we think of today as the Catholic school system came about
because of Catholics’ religious differences with Protestants, who effectively
exercised political control over the public school system as it came into its
own during the last half of the ninteenth century.36 Although the public
schools in that era were not formally religious schools, Protestant prayers
were usually said; Catholics created their own system as a way to preserve
their religious identity. In later years, with even larger numbers of Catholic
immigrants, the Catholic school system grew. Following World War I, how-
ever, the nativism movement that swept the country sought, among other
things, to force all Catholic children into public schools by prohibiting fam-
ilies from sending their children to private schools. In two famous decisions
from the 1920s, Pierce v. Society of Sisters and Meyer v. Nebraska, the U.S.
Supreme Court struck down these controls on parents’ rights to direct the
education of their children.37 Families won the constitutional right to send
their children to private schools, subject to the reasonable regulation of those
schools by the state.

Renewed controversies over the use of private schools broke out again
in the late 1950s and early 1960s, as some southern families, seeking to avoid
the requirements of Brown v. Board of Education, turned to private white
academies to educate their children. Although the earlier Pierce decision
ensured families the right to private schooling, the U.S. Supreme Court
hemmed in these clearly racially motivated endeavors. First, the Court said
that districts could not simply close down their public schools in order to
avoid integrating them.38 Then it barred the payment of publicly funded
tuition assistance to families attending the white academies.39 In 1976 it held
that a post–Civil War era statute provided the legal grounds by which an
African American child could successfully challenge a private school’s racially
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discriminatory admissions policy, although it was never clear that anyone
suing such a school would actually want to attend.40 Along the way, racially
discriminatory private schools also lost their right to tax-exempt status.41

Attendance at private schools in the South has not become widespread:
fewer than 10 percent of the pupils attend private schools in every south-
ern state except Louisiana, which has a substantial Catholic population.42

Nonetheless, this experience with open racism in private education con-
tinues to make many people nervous about nonpublic schools. Indeed,
racial, religious, and social class exclusivity—three things that private
schools have stood for at various times in our history—are exactly what
they see themselves as fighting against.

Some Numbers

About 5 million children, or around 10 percent of the approximately 50
million children in school, attend private schools; about 85 percent of these
attend religious schools.43 In contrast to the past, however, Catholic schools
are no longer as dominant. In 1970, about 70 percent of private schools
were Catholic.44 In 1998 Catholic schools accounted for about half of pri-
vate school pupils; other religious schools accounted for about 35 percent.45

The largest growth in private education over the past thirty years has been
among conservative Christian schools, which enrolled around 14 percent of
all private school pupils in 1995–96. Although only 15 percent of private
school enrollment is in nonreligious schools, these get considerable atten-
tion in nearly every urban area because some of them are well patronized
by elites. Some of these nonreligious, private schools specialize in the edu-
cation of children with substantial disabilities (numbering perhaps 100,000).

Most private school enrollment is, of course, the result of individual fam-
ily decisions. There was a time when many families sent their children to
private school essentially unthinkingly—that is, as though there really was
no question (or choice) about it. Imagine Catholic families in certain Catholic
neighborhoods where everyone used the local Catholic school. For such
families, as a practical matter, having their children attend the local parish
elementary school followed as directly from the family’s place of residence
as did local public school attendance follow for most non-Catholic fami-
lies. Moreover, for many of those Catholic families it was by no means a
deliberate choice to live in a particular place in order to enroll their chil-
dren in a particular Catholic school. Today, however, it seems very much
the case that the decision to send one’s children to a religious school is a
deliberate one. In the early 1960s more than 40 percent of Catholic chil-
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dren attended Catholic schools (and surely the numbers were much higher
in certain parishes), whereas by the early 1990s that proportion appears to
have dropped to less than 20 percent.46

Home Schooling

Over the past thirty years there appears to have been a huge increase in
home schooling—that is, keeping children out of formal schools and edu-
cating them at home.47 This does not mean that these children are com-
pletely isolated from other children. Home school parents often band
together for group activities; sometimes they share a church affiliation,
sometimes they go on field trips together, sometimes their children play
together when young and later play on the same sports teams (although
they often find it difficult to get official school teams to play against them).

In some places, home schoolers have formed cooperative schools, with
some shared teaching. Some have formed charter schools, thereby obtain-
ing public funding. In a few places, home school parents have signed on
with public school districts as carrying out independent study. This arrange-
ment typically gives the school district another pupil for state financial aid
purposes, while giving parents some tangible assistance from the district in
the form of books and materials, visitation and advice from a teacher or
curriculum specialist, perhaps funding for a computer, and so on. In other
places, home schooling may be counted as part of the private school tally,
and some home school parents officially form schools for their own chil-
dren to attend in order to comply with state compulsory education laws.
Sometimes home schooling is separately counted. Public officials often do
not know the extent of home schooling going on (especially with the decline
in an effective truancy officer corps), so many home-schooled children are
not counted at all. Nevertheless, one home school organization claims that
some 1.23 million children were being home schooled in the United States
in the fall of 1996.48 (This number might be very inaccurate, although the
authors claim it is correct within 10 percent.) Patricia Lines, who has tracked
home schooling for the U.S. Department of Education, estimates the num-
ber of home-schooled children at roughly 1 million.49

School Vouchers

Publicly funded vouchers (or scholarships) that may be used by parents to
pay for their children’s education at private religious and secular schools
remain the favored choice vehicles for many school reformers. (Like char-
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ter schools, this idea is given considerable attention throughout this book.)
School vouchers have gained academic and political support from some
economists and business leaders, who predict great things from the com-
petition that vouchers are meant to inject into the existing system, and from
some pluralists, who believe that families, rather than the government,
should decide what sort of education their children should receive. Although
vouchers are often characterized as a conservative or libertarian and Repub-
lican idea, certain regulated school voucher plans have won the support of
some Democrats who think of themselves as progressives.

Milton Friedman, the Nobel laureate economist, has favored providing
unregulated school vouchers to all families, but his proposal has not enjoyed
widespread political popularity and is nowhere in place in the United
States.50 Moreover, despite some recent court decisions favorable to school
vouchers, doubts remain about the legality of including religious schools
in such plans. Conversely, some observers doubt whether the government
may legally permit vouchers to be used exclusively at private, nonreligious
schools. Nevertheless, there have been some important developments on
this front over the past several years.

Without question, the most visible and intensely examined school choice
program is Milwaukee’s experiment with vouchers for low-income students.
Since 1990, Wisconsin has permitted a limited number of Milwaukee fam-
ilies to attend private, nonreligious schools at public expense. In 1996–97,
about 1,600 students took advantage of this program. The state legisla-
ture’s decision in 1995 to permit the vouchers to be used at religious schools
was tied up in court for several years. In June 1998 the Wisconsin Supreme
Court upheld the extension, and in the fall of 1998 the U.S. Supreme Court
declined to review the case.51 Hence religious schools are now participat-
ing in the plan, and the number of participating students grew to 6,000 by
1999. (These legal issues are discussed extensively in Jesse Choper’s chap-
ter in this book.) Following in Wisconsin’s footsteps, the Ohio legislature
instituted a voucher program for low-income students in Cleveland. Cleve-
land’s program was designed to be somewhat larger than Milwaukee’s and
included religious schools right from the start. As of April 1997, about 2,000
students were enrolled in fifty-five participating private schools, forty-six
of which were religious schools; by the end of the 1998–99 school year,
3,500 pupils were in the program.52 Cleveland’s inclusion of religious schools
is also under legal attack. (Later chapters of this book, especially Jeffrey
Henig’s, address what lessons, if any, may be drawn from these two rather
small experiments.)
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In the middle of 1999, Florida adopted a plan to provide school vouch-
ers of substantial value to children otherwise assigned to the state’s worst
public schools. Fewer than 1,000 children were scheduled to be eligible in
the first year, but the numbers could quickly grow to as many as 25,000.
The vouchers could be used in both religious and nonparochial schools.
Opponents immediately challenged the plan in court.53

While the Milwaukee and Cleveland plans have been dogged by legal
and political controversy, a privately funded movement has quietly grown
that provides scholarships to children from low-income families. This move-
ment now has programs in cities across the country, and far more children
are attending private schools of choice with these vouchers than in the Mil-
waukee and Cleveland plans combined. According to the Center for Edu-
cation Reform, a prochoice group, at least sixty-five private sector
scholarship programs were operating by the summer of 1999.54 Partners
Advancing Values in Education (PAVE), which claims to be the largest pri-
vately funded kindergarten through twelfth grade scholarship program in
the country, provided more than 4,300 scholarships, worth $3.5 million,
to Milwaukee students in 1995–96.55 PAVE receives funding from nearly
forty-nine foundations and fifty corporations and businesses. Other impor-
tant private scholarship programs include the Indianapolis program initi-
ated by the Golden Rule Insurance Company, the Children’s Educational
Opportunity program begun in San Antonio in 1992, and the School Choice
Scholarships Foundation program begun in New York City in 1997. Of
these, the San Antonio program has been the most extensively and sys-
tematically studied.56 In 1999 a substantial additional step in this direction
was taken with the beginning of a nationwide private school voucher plan,
when 40,000 pupils (of more than a million applicants) from low-income
families in cities around the country were awarded scholarships from a $170
million fund raised in large part by financier Theodore J. Forstmann.57

These private scholarship plans are promoted by many of the same orga-
nizations and individuals that favor publicly funded vouchers. Although
these plans face none of the legal problems, and many fewer of the politi-
cal problems, that have so far limited the expansion of public voucher sys-
tems, it is currently unimaginable that private charity could sustain a
nationwide private scholarship scheme that would provide choice oppor-
tunities for all the low-income families wishing to pursue them. Indeed, even
where they are in place, these private scholarship plans so far have pro-
vided partial and modest funding that, as a practical matter, permit recip-
ients, often at great effort, to seek enrollment only in low-tuition, often
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religious, private schools. In addition to doing what they see as good deeds,
the supporters of these plans presumably seek to demonstrate that low-
income families are interested in choice and will make sensible choices for
their children by getting them into schools that better serve their needs.58

Whether this movement will play out in that way remains to be seen.

Summing Up

Nearly 60 percent of all schoolchildren in the United States attend schools
of choice (table 1-1). Some of the numbers in the table are of questionable
reliability; for example, the number of families said to be making choice
through choice of residence should be used with great caution. But even if
we put aside completely school choice through choice of residence, nearly
a quarter of U.S. schoolchildren attend schools that were picked out for
them. Clearly, this is a great deal more choice than many people realize or
acknowledge.

On the other hand, one should keep in mind that even those making a
choice may not be getting their first choice. In some cases, the family might
have applied to its first-choice school, but the child was not admitted. Per-
haps the school was full or the child did not meet some admissions crite-
rion. This outcome, of course, is inevitable in any school choice regime. In
other cases, the family did not apply to its first-choice school because lim-
itations on the family’s range of choice automatically ruled that school out.
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Table 1-1. Nature and Extent of School Choice Programs
in the United States

Program Number Percent

Total elementary and secondary schoolchildren 50.0 million 100
Schoolchildren privately educated 6.0 million 12

Tuition-paid private schools 5.0 million 10
Home schooling 1.0 million 2
Using publicly funded vouchers for private schools a

Using privately funded vouchers for private schools a

Schoolchildren in public school choice programs 23.5 million 47
Intradistrict choice programs (specialty, alternative, and
magnet schools; choice districts; individual transfers; 
false addresses) 5.0 million 10

Interdistrict choice 0.3 million 0.6
Charter schools 0.2 million 0.4
Choice through choice of residence 18.0 million 36

Total schoolchildren in choice schools 29.5 million 59

a. Less than 0.1.



For many, it is a matter of money. The family simply could not afford to
make its first choice: it was too costly to pay the required tuition in the
desired private school or to buy a house in the neighborhood of the desired
public school. Unaffordability is sometimes an absolute: the family is liv-
ing in poverty. Other families would have to make a financial sacrifice of
some magnitude. Often what leads them to say that they cannot afford their
first choice is that they do not have to pay for the schools made available
through a public school choice plan or by moving into a neighborhood they
can afford.

Even putting aside paying tuition or moving, many families who make
school choices do so in a second-best world. For example, they may opt for
an alternative school inside the district but would have preferred one in a
neighboring district. Yet no interdistrict transfer program was available to
them. That many Americans do not get their first choice of schools does
not mean that the system is a failure, of course. Limited options and lim-
ited resources mean that most people do not get their first choice for most
things—vacations, houses, computers, cars, as well as schools.

It goes without saying that a substantial expansion of school choice would
mean that even more children would attend other than neighborhood pub-
lic schools. Yet it is very difficult to make any reasonable estimate as to how
many. A 1992 study predicted that 15 percent of public school pupils would
switch to private schools if no tuition were required of parents.59 Surveys
that ask parents if they would send their children to private schools if the
state paid the tuition reveal that a much higher proportion of parents would
choose private schools for their children.60 Yet those surveys probably sig-
nificantly overestimate the number that would actually do so, at least in the
early years of any such program. On the other hand, the longer that choice
options are available, and the more that choosing a school becomes part
of the general culture, the more likely it is that families will act upon the
options made available to them.61 In any event, the design of a broadly
expanded school choice plan can greatly influence who, and how many,
will take advantage of the scheme. For example, there is likely to be a world
of difference between a reform that gives high-value school vouchers to low-
income families exclusively and one that gives modest-value school vouch-
ers to all families.

For now, school vouchers play a trivial role in the world of school choice.
Charter schools, while expanding rapidly, still account for a very small pro-
portion of America’s schoolchildren, and almost three-quarters of the char-
ter schools in operation are located within only seven states.62 Fascination
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with these options plainly lies in their potential to transform the sorts of
choice arrangement now in place. Families with limited financial means are
dependent upon the public education system to start up school choice pro-
grams and to include in those programs the types of schools that the fam-
ilies want for their children. Charter schools and school vouchers, by
contrast, contain the promise that schools will form wherever there is
demand—indeed, that innovators will start new schools that will create
demand. It is this prospect—of a possibly enormous expansion in the range
of choice that ordinary families will have and will exercise—that excites
school choice advocates.

In such a world, families would be expected to pursue choice options in
their own self-interest, in most cases in what they see as the best interest of
their children. While the aggregate of such decisions might be a great ben-
efit to our nation, many fear that this sort of extensive and intensive pur-
suit of private interest would not be in the public interest. Again, the design
details of any large-scale choice plan could play a critical role in determin-
ing the answer to this vital issue (a matter taken up in depth in Frank
Kemerer’s chapter in this book).

Few suggest that the public school choice that is now in place is bad for
society, and many believe that the current level of private school choice,
dominated as it is by the religious and nonprofit sector, has its public virtues
as well. This leads choice supporters to say the more, the merrier. But a
widely expanded choice regime, especially if a significant share of the 
supply-side is provided by those who are in it for financial profit, could
have quite different consequences, both good and bad. For these reasons,
it is not surprising that people of good will are divided over whether a much
broader system of school choice is a threat or an opportunity.
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