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stitute themselves as charter schools. This suggests that some families

prefer to get less public funding in return for sending their children

to private schools which are less regulated than charter schools are.

What about the risks of self-segregation? Census data and college

admissions testing data indicate that Florida’s private schools are dis-

proportionately non-minority, non-poor, and high achieving.12 Thus,

every choice program that moves minority, poor, and low achieving

students out of regular public schools and into private schools is de-
segregating both the public and private school sectors. In other words,

while not every participant in the McKay, Corporate Tax Credit, and

Opportunity Scholarship program caused desegregation to occur when

he or she moved, the aggregate effect of all the public-to-private

moves was almost certainly desegregation along the lines of race,

income, and achievement. An in-depth analysis of segregation among

charter schools is beyond the scope of this chapter, but the fact that

charter schools do not draw disproportionately from a given pool of

classmates tells us that they are not causing the regular public schools

to become more segregated. That is, we can at least say that the av-

erage student who stays in his regularly assigned public school is not

experiencing increased racial or income segregation because a charter

school opens in his area. While some students who decide to attend

a charter school are undoubtedly experiencing a more segregated en-

vironment, they are choosing to do so. Even if we have a poor un-

derstanding of the effects of segregation, it seems safe to conclude

that wholly voluntary segregation is more beneficial (less problematic)

than involuntary de facto segregation. On the whole, there is little or

no support for concerns about school choice in Florida generating

segregation. The opposite effect is more evident.

The only group that makes disproportionately little use of Flor-

ida’s choice programs is the Limited English Proficient. Many of these

12. Authors’ calculations based on the Integrated Public Use Micro Sample of the

2000 Census of Population and on student level records from the 1999 and 2004

College Board tests.
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students are young, owing to the fact that most students move out of

such status by the end of primary school. School choice for the Lim-

ited English Proficient may be an issue that warrants further exami-

nation in Florida, but it will require care. Limited English Proficiency

is not a semi-permanent disadvantage like a disability or low family

income: it is an initial state out of which students should transition.

It may be desirable to have students gain some English proficiency

before attempting to exercise a choice other than their regularly as-

signed public school. Otherwise, they are likely to have their choices

circumscribed by their need to find a school with a critical mass of

other Limited English students.

Is School Choice in Florida also School Improvement?

Has Florida’s tapestry of school choice programs improved education

generally in the state? This question is very difficult to answer as a

general matter because each of the programs, with the exception of

the Opportunity Scholarships, is available under uniform conditions

across the state. Thus, the variation across geography that we see in

the growth of the programs is not driven by policy but largely by

differences in demand. If some area has no charter schools, it is likely

to be because the regular public schools are so satisfactory that there

is little demand for alternatives. Variation across time is equally prob-

lematic: Florida has simultaneously enacted a variety of school im-

provement policies: the A� accountability plan, an early emphasis on

reading, alternative pathways into teaching, incentives for teachers,

greater student access to college preparatory courses and examina-

tions, and so on. One cannot easily partial out the gains in Florida

student achievement that are attributable to its school choice programs.

(As shown in Peterson’s chapter in this book, the Opportunity Schol-

arships are something of an exception to this rule. This is because the

Scholarships are specific to some schools.)

Under these circumstances, logic is helpful. Is there a logically
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plausible scenario under which Florida’s schools would be better off

without its school choice programs?

First, consider “incumbent” students who would attend Florida’s

private schools even without school choice. It is difficult to build a

scenario under which they would be better off without the school

choice programs. This is simply because each private school partici-

pates voluntarily in the programs if it participates at all. Therefore,

any private school that participates must believe that its incumbent

students benefit in some way from its decision to participate. Perhaps

the school gets a steadier stream of revenue. Perhaps it attains mini-

mum efficient scale. Perhaps it enrolls a student body that it considers

to be more desirable because it is more diverse or otherwise appealing.

Second, consider students who would attend their regularly as-

signed public school in the absence of the school choice programs,

but who attend a private school using a Corporate Tax Credit Schol-

arship, McKay Scholarship, or Opportunity Scholarship. Again, it is

hard to construct a scenario in which the scholarships make them

worse off. This is simply because they could return—at any time—to

their regular public school. It is, of course, possible that parents are

more satisfied with the private school despite the fact that they would

be less satisfied if they were more knowledgeable. For instance, it

could be that parents are hoodwinked by private school staff who

convince them that their children are learning more when they are in

fact learning less. This seems unlikely, but it is something that re-

searchers will be able to check when Corporate Tax Credit recipients

begin taking nationally norm-referenced exams in 2006–07.

One could try to construct a scenario in which the scholarship

programs have made the regular public schools so much worse that

the initial default (the regular public schools) effectively disappears

with the advent of choice. This is very unlikely for reasons described

below.

Similarly, because students can return from charter schools to their

regular public school anytime they like, it is hard to construct a sce-
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nario in which they are worse off—unless they are being hoodwinked.

This is an issue for further research, especially research based on

comparing the achievement of lotteried-in students (who attend charter

schools) to lotteried-out students (who continue attending regular pub-

lic schools for a purely random reason). Nevertheless, most research

of this type on charter schools is focused on whether the charter school

students are performing significantly better, not whether they are ac-

tually performing worse while believing themselves to be performing

at least as well.

It should be evident that the crucial question is whether students

who remain in regular public schools are made better or worse off by

Florida’s array of school choice programs. We should be particularly

concerned about a student who was “trapped” in his regular public

school because he was ineligible for all choice programs and whose

regular public school was drained of resources while not being com-

mensurately drained of resource-intensive duties. Realistically, the

trapped student would need to be a non-disabled student in a non-

Opportunity Scholarship school that was being drained of students and

resources by—most likely—local charter schools. The student himself

would have applied to the charter schools (thereby following the peers

and resources) but have been lotteried-out. Recalling that charter

schools attract representative or slightly disadvantaged students, the

crucial element for making this whole scenario work is that more

disadvantaged students are less costly to educate. Similarly, if disabled

students normally cost less to educate than the funds associated with

them and thereby implicitly subsidize the student, he could be made

worse off by the advent of the McKay program. In short, most sce-

narios under which Florida’s tapestry of school choice programs could

have made education worse depend on the idea that schools are over-

compensated for educating disadvantaged or disabled students. This

is logically possible but reverses much common wisdom. Indeed, it

should make us wonder why Florida districts ever authorize charter

schools that target at-risk students.
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Concluding Thoughts

Florida’s array of choice programs may have been the result of great

far-sightedness: policymakers carefully setting up an network of over-

lapping choice programs, each of which had strengths that offset the

weaknesses of others. It seems more likely, however, that Florida sim-

ply introduced each choice program that had internal coherence and

a practical structure. This, combined with letting the programs grow

fairly freely, appears to have given the state an usually high degree

of school choice without sacrificing educational quality or aggravating

segregation and inequalities among students.


