Privatization of Education: An Overview 

The public school system in the United States has been subject to criticism in recent years in regard to variations in funding, declining standardized test scores and dilapidated facilities. One suggestion to improve the quality of schools is a free market approach in which competition between public and private schools is encouraged. The idea is that schools should operate like any business, with the best schools attracting the most students (or customers). Proponents of this view expect that competition would improve quality across the board.

Another approach involves a controversial government-run voucher system that would enable private schools to compete with public ones for the same students. Vouchers are like coupons redeemable for a proportion of a private-school tuition bill. Families could choose to use the vouchers to defray the cost of private education for their children, or they might opt to remain in public schools.

The National School Board Association and the National Educational Association oppose the voucher plan, arguing that the plan would drain funding and top students away from public schools. Additionally, since many private schools are religious, sending government funding to these institutions would violate the separation between church and state.

Voucher proponents believe that public school funding won't be affected if some children go to private schools, because the burden of educating them would also be lifted. However, others say that private schools would not accept the children who are the most difficult to educate and therefore the most expensive to educate such as those with disabilities or the very poor. Some private school families also argue that they should not have to pay taxes to fund schools their children do not attend. Their opponents counter that, since most public school funding comes from property taxes and state funding, all property owners contribute whether they are parents or not.

As of 2006, laws establishing school vouchers and tuition tax subsidies had passed in eight U.S. states, and state and federal courts have ruled on several aspects of the controversy.

Understanding the Discussion 
Free Market: A market or economy in which prices are not set by government intervention, but are determined by unregulated supply and demand. In the context of the education debate, a free market would be achievable in education only if all families could afford any of the options available.

Parochial Schools: Schools run by churches, providing students with religious as well as traditional academic education.

School Board: An elected council that develops policy in a school district. Members must reside in their district, but need not have school-aged children.

Separation of Church and State: The First Amendment to the U.S. Constitution states that, "Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof." This clause prohibits the government from funding or banning any religious organization. It has been argued that vouchers routing public educational dollars to parochial (religious) schools are in violation of this clause. Tuition tax subsidies for parents of private school students avoid this legal entanglement.

Standardized Test Scores: Standardized tests are often given to large groups of students in order to compare individuals to a norm or national average. Testing must be conducted in the same manner for all students. Scores are often used to gauge the performance of a school in teaching basics such as reading or mathematics.

History 
The first public schools in America were established in the New England colonies in the 1600s. These schools were run by the clergy and mainly taught religious topics. Children of wealthy families often did not attend, and were educated in their homes by private tutors instead. By the mid-eighteenth century, private schools were more common than public ones. This trend left most children without the means to obtain an education.

In the 1840s, Horace Mann and Henry Barnard began advocating for change, arguing that public education would produce better citizens and prevent poverty. The public elementary school system in the United States developed as a result, providing free schooling for many American children by the end of the century.

The system, however, was not free of prejudice, as girls and children of color were often not accepted. Separate schools, with inferior facilities, for African Americans existed in the United States until the practice of segregation was overturned by a Supreme Court ruling in 1954. Girls did not receive equal treatment until 1972, when Title IX prohibited discrimination based on gender.

Some people view current problems in the school system as relics of past inequities, especially related to race. Whatever the cause, some schools are struggling. Those in areas where median annual income is low often have poor standardized test scores, and many students do not graduate. Some parents favor vouchers as an escape route from failing schools. They argue that vouchers for low-income students would close the socioeconomic achievement gap. A 2005 study from the National Center for Education Statistics supports this position. Students from independent (nonreligious) private schools did score an average of 45 points higher than public school students on the verbal component of the SAT, and 57 points higher in math. Parochial school students also outscored public school students, but only by 34 points in verbal ability and 19 points in math.

Public school advocates counter that vouchers could move some students out of struggling schools, but at a high cost to those left behind. The National School Boards Association (NSBA) agrees that vouchers abandon public schools, siphoning off money where it is needed the most. They argue that vouchers would not raise achievement for the average student, citing a 2001 U.S. General Accounting Office (GAO) study that found little difference in the test scores of voucher students compared to public school students in Cleveland and Milwaukee.

However, a 1996 study by sociologist Richard Arum concluded that in states with large private school sectors, public schools do fare better. Arum found that the presence of private schools motivates public schools to compete, raising achievement among all students.

The NSBA points out that voucher programs leave many students behind because private schools choose only those they wish to admit. Students with poor grades or a history of disciplinary problems are not likely to be accepted by private institutions. Additionally, vouchers do not cover the entire tuition at most private schools. According to the Council for American Private Education, in 2007 the average tuition in K-12 nonsectarian private schools was $16,247; most vouchers are valued at around $3,000 at their highest. This means that poor students, even if given a voucher, still could not attend the private school, while rich students would get money that poor students might otherwise have received.

The Supreme Court ruled on the issue of the separation of church and state as it relates to school vouchers in 1999, when federally funded programs to provide instruction for children at religious schools in Arizona and Wisconsin were upheld. The court decided that the primary purpose of parochial schools is educational and not religious, and that vouchers routing government funding to such schools do not violate the separation clause. The Supreme Court appears to support individual states in their decisions on the matter, as it refused to hear an appeal of a Maine case in which the state banned the use of voucher money for parochial schools.

Privatization of Education Today 
Federal funding of private schools is also an issue in Europe. In 2000, Italy passed a law allowing the government to subsidize underprivileged students who attend parochial schools. In Italy, most private schools are run by the Catholic Church, and these parochial schools are now attempting to obtain full state funding. In most other European countries, private schools receive little or no assistance from the government.

In the United States, the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 is a federal law that attempts to increase accountability and achievement in public schools. The law is controversial because it requires schools in need of improvement to undergo changes in staffing and management. Under the law, families of students in failing schools are allowed to enroll in other schools. Federal funding is increased for schools that need improvement, but if a school is still judged to be deficient, funding can be withheld.

Some states now have tuition tax subsidy programs, in which private-school families receive tax credits to offset tuition bills. Tax credits allow parents to retain more of their earned income, so the controversy of government money going to parochial schools is avoided. However, oversight of federal funds routed to private schools is still a concern. Private schools do not have to report their students' standardized test scores or account specifically for how voucher monies are used. Louisiana enacted a controversial and extensive voucher program in 2012, however, that requires all students attending private schools on vouchers must take statewide standardized tests. A student’s individual performance will be reported to parents, and aggregate results will be reported to the state. Nationally, pressure for accountability is increasing as more federal tax dollars flow to private institutions.

Point: Charter and Private Schools: A Viable Alternative 

Thesis: Privatization of primary and secondary education can provide a vital alternative to public education in the United States, as it does in the higher education system.

Summary: Privatization of primary and secondary education can provide a vital alternative to public education in the United States, as it does in the higher education system. Charter schools must generally live up to a performance contract, yet at the same time often encourage more freedom for teachers and administrators, be it through innovative teaching methods, more efficient management of class structures and resources, or by targeting specific areas of academic achievement. Private schools introduce healthy competition to public schools, and can motivate teachers, administrators, school boards and parents. Private and charter schools are not a panacea for improving education, but they are an important adjunct to the traditional public school system. Private and charter schools can help alleviate overcrowding, better manage resources, and offer students and parents choice in education.

Introduction 
Since the 1980s, when it became clear that U.S. primary and secondary students' test scores were lagging behind those of students in other developed nations, numerous measures have been enacted in an effort to improve public education. These include mandatory testing and stricter accreditation standards for the nation's public schools.

However, many parents and educators have found these measures are too little, too late to improve schools that have languished for decades, particularly those in less affluent areas such as inner cities. In response, many efforts have been launched to promote privatization as a fresh start for students or schools in such areas.

Privatization can refer to an expansion of private contracts by public schools, such as for staff management or building services, but it usually refers to efforts that have focused on two methods of improving school choice: publicly-funded vouchers that students can use to pay for tuition at existing private, often religious schools, or the creation of charter schools, either by privatizing existing schools or by building new facilities.

Supreme Court Vouchers allow students school choice and in effect privatize education. Instead of the one school per student monopoly of public education, vouchers allow students to use government funding to attend private schools instead. Such plans have been hotly contested by the American Federation of Teachers and other mainstream groups that currently have great control over public education. In 2002, in a close five-to-four decision, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled that a voucher plan in Cleveland, Ohio, was constitutional. The plan had been challenged on the grounds that it advanced religion, as nearly all of the students in Cleveland were using the vouchers to attend private Catholic schools. But the court ruled that separation of church and state was upheld because the intent of the program, advancing better education, was primarily secular. The court also noted that Cleveland had largely failed to provide adequate education over the past 25 years, giving reasonable context to the state's desire to improve education, rather than advance religious beliefs Chief Justice William Rehnquist said, "The Ohio program is neutral in all respects toward religion. It is part of a general and multifaceted undertaking by the State of Ohio to provide educational opportunities to the children of a failed school district." In 1998, the court let stand a similar school choice program in Milwaukee, Wisconsin, that has been very successful, enrolling more than 17,410 students by 2006-7.

Private Schools in the U.S. 
The victory before the Supreme Court is expected to greatly expand the use of publicly-funded vouchers for private school tuition. As of 2008, private schools made up about 25 percent of all elementary and secondary schools in the U.S., but accounted for only about eleven percent of total student enrollment due their typical small size relative to public schools. Most had a religious affiliation, the greatest percentage being Catholic parochial schools. About 22 percent were nonsectarian, including Montessori schools, military schools, schools for the disabled and special emphasis schools (such as vocational or arts schools).

Charter Schools 
Charter schools are nonsectarian public schools. Instead of having a standard public accreditation, they operate under a specific legal agreement, or charter, that specifies the makeup and mission of the school and mandates a certain level of performance, as measured by student assessment and other indicators of success. In other words, as with the best of all privatization efforts, such schools operate more in adherence with the typical efficiencies of business management than with the more bureaucratic methods of traditional public education.

The use of charter schools alleviates a number of school choice issues that face voucher programs. As with all public schools, funding comes from public sources and the schools do not charge tuition. Because the schools are nonsectarian, there is no issue of separation of church and state. The schools may offer more flexibility to traditional public school teachers, and some charter schools are able to work with teachers' unions. Such schools can help bridge the gap between traditional public and private schools, helping to alleviate criticism that privatization diverts funds away from public school teachers and facilities. At the same time, charter schools can offer greater fiscal control and efficiency to administrators, thereby saving money for school boards and taxpayers.

Some states grant charter licenses to for-profit corporations such as Edison Learning, which manages various types of schools, including online programs in 17 states. The vast majority of charter schools operate as non-profit corporations. Beginning in Minnesota in 1991 and then in California in 1992, laws have been passed to allow charter schools in 40 states, the District of Columbia, and Puerto Rico. Most are newly created facilities but many are also converted from existing public schools. Most charter schools are small schools with enrollments of about 242 students, compared to 539 in public schools.

Political Support for Privatization 
Charter schools garner bipartisan political support. The administrations of both Bill Clinton and George W. Bush sought federal funding for charter schools. The Bush administration also supported the use of federal tax credits for private school tuition. A dozen states and the District of Columbia offer state tax credits, deductions, or taxpayer funded scholarships for tuition payments to private schools.

The Effectiveness of Privatization 
Many studies have pointed to the efficacy of privatization and charter schools. Bipartisan support for school choice programs confirms the fact that voters favor choice and that these schools are successful. Since public school performance has often improved due to competition from private schools, even public school proponents can find benefits to choice plans. However, critics of privatization often point to reduced class sizes as the only significant advantage that private schools and charter schools have over public schools. This argument not only ignores all of the other positive variables privatization can bring to education, but it begs the question: if the use of vouchers and the creation of charter schools help alleviate overcrowding, don't all students benefit? Opponents would argue for more funding for existing public schools, but that chant has been heard for decades now, even as test scores have continued to slip. It is clear that throwing money at problem schools does not always result in improvements. Private and charter schools offer a fresh start for students, unencumbered by the failings of the traditional public school system.

Competition 
Charter schools and voucher programs create competition in school districts and can provide incentives for greater improvement in existing public schools. For example, the A+ Education Plan in Florida gives vouchers to students in schools that failed to pass a state test for academic quality. All schools are given letter grades. When a school receives a failing grade for two out of four years, parents are permitted to transfer their children to another school. Competition between public, private, charter, and other alternative K-12 schools creates an incentive for excellence similar to that found between competing colleges and universities.

Conclusion 
Private and charter schools are not a panacea for improving education, but they are an important adjunct to the traditional public school system. Private and charter schools can help alleviate overcrowding, better manage resources, and offer students and parents choice in education. New choices and innovative programs also renew teachers' enthusiasm for the classroom and boost parental involvement in their children's education.

Ponder This 
1. What is the author's main argument in favor of privatization for primary and secondary education?
2. Does the author offer a more convincing case for private schools or charter schools? Cite evidence from the essay to support your response.
3. Which of the benefits of charter and private schools cited by the author is most convincing? Why?
4. In your opinion, does the author's view of public schools suggest the possibility of unfair bias toward private and charter institutions? Cite evidence from the essay to support your response.
5. Based on your own experience, do you think the author realistically addresses the main issues facing educational institutions, whether public, charter, or private? Discuss.
Counterpoint: Private Schools Improve Education. 
The public school system in the United States has been subject to criticism in recent years in regard to variations in funding, declining standardized test scores and dilapidated facilities. One suggestion to improve the quality of schools is a free market approach in which competition between public and private schools is encouraged. The idea is that schools should operate like any business, with the best schools attracting the most students (or customers). Proponents of this view expect that competition would improve quality across the board.

Another approach involves a controversial government-run voucher system that would enable private schools to compete with public ones for the same students. Vouchers are like coupons redeemable for a proportion of a private-school tuition bill. Families could choose to use the vouchers to defray the cost of private education for their children, or they might opt to remain in public schools.

The National School Board Association and the National Educational Association oppose the voucher plan, arguing that the plan would drain funding and top students away from public schools. Additionally, since many private schools are religious, sending government funding to these institutions would violate the separation between church and state.

Voucher proponents believe that public school funding won't be affected if some children go to private schools, because the burden of educating them would also be lifted. However, others say that private schools would not accept the children who are the most difficult to educate and therefore the most expensive to educate such as those with disabilities or the very poor. Some private school families also argue that they should not have to pay taxes to fund schools their children do not attend. Their opponents counter that, since most public school funding comes from property taxes and state funding, all property owners contribute whether they are parents or not.

As of 2006, laws establishing school vouchers and tuition tax subsidies had passed in eight U.S. states, and state and federal courts have ruled on several aspects of the controversy.

Understanding the Discussion 
Free Market: A market or economy in which prices are not set by government intervention, but are determined by unregulated supply and demand. In the context of the education debate, a free market would be achievable in education only if all families could afford any of the options available.

Parochial Schools: Schools run by churches, providing students with religious as well as traditional academic education.

School Board: An elected council that develops policy in a school district. Members must reside in their district, but need not have school-aged children.

Separation of Church and State: The First Amendment to the U.S. Constitution states that, "Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof." This clause prohibits the government from funding or banning any religious organization. It has been argued that vouchers routing public educational dollars to parochial (religious) schools are in violation of this clause. Tuition tax subsidies for parents of private school students avoid this legal entanglement.

Standardized Test Scores: Standardized tests are often given to large groups of students in order to compare individuals to a norm or national average. Testing must be conducted in the same manner for all students. Scores are often used to gauge the performance of a school in teaching basics such as reading or mathematics.

History 
The first public schools in America were established in the New England colonies in the 1600s. These schools were run by the clergy and mainly taught religious topics. Children of wealthy families often did not attend, and were educated in their homes by private tutors instead. By the mid-eighteenth century, private schools were more common than public ones. This trend left most children without the means to obtain an education.

In the 1840s, Horace Mann and Henry Barnard began advocating for change, arguing that public education would produce better citizens and prevent poverty. The public elementary school system in the United States developed as a result, providing free schooling for many American children by the end of the century.

The system, however, was not free of prejudice, as girls and children of color were often not accepted. Separate schools, with inferior facilities, for African Americans existed in the United States until the practice of segregation was overturned by a Supreme Court ruling in 1954. Girls did not receive equal treatment until 1972, when Title IX prohibited discrimination based on gender.

Some people view current problems in the school system as relics of past inequities, especially related to race. Whatever the cause, some schools are struggling. Those in areas where median annual income is low often have poor standardized test scores, and many students do not graduate. Some parents favor vouchers as an escape route from failing schools. They argue that vouchers for low-income students would close the socioeconomic achievement gap. A 2005 study from the National Center for Education Statistics supports this position. Students from independent (nonreligious) private schools did score an average of 45 points higher than public school students on the verbal component of the SAT, and 57 points higher in math. Parochial school students also outscored public school students, but only by 34 points in verbal ability and 19 points in math.

Public school advocates counter that vouchers could move some students out of struggling schools, but at a high cost to those left behind. The National School Boards Association (NSBA) agrees that vouchers abandon public schools, siphoning off money where it is needed the most. They argue that vouchers would not raise achievement for the average student, citing a 2001 U.S. General Accounting Office (GAO) study that found little difference in the test scores of voucher students compared to public school students in Cleveland and Milwaukee.

However, a 1996 study by sociologist Richard Arum concluded that in states with large private school sectors, public schools do fare better. Arum found that the presence of private schools motivates public schools to compete, raising achievement among all students.

The NSBA points out that voucher programs leave many students behind because private schools choose only those they wish to admit. Students with poor grades or a history of disciplinary problems are not likely to be accepted by private institutions. Additionally, vouchers do not cover the entire tuition at most private schools. According to the Council for American Private Education, in 2007 the average tuition in K-12 nonsectarian private schools was $16,247; most vouchers are valued at around $3,000 at their highest. This means that poor students, even if given a voucher, still could not attend the private school, while rich students would get money that poor students might otherwise have received.

The Supreme Court ruled on the issue of the separation of church and state as it relates to school vouchers in 1999, when federally funded programs to provide instruction for children at religious schools in Arizona and Wisconsin were upheld. The court decided that the primary purpose of parochial schools is educational and not religious, and that vouchers routing government funding to such schools do not violate the separation clause. The Supreme Court appears to support individual states in their decisions on the matter, as it refused to hear an appeal of a Maine case in which the state banned the use of voucher money for parochial schools.

Privatization of Education Today 
Federal funding of private schools is also an issue in Europe. In 2000, Italy passed a law allowing the government to subsidize underprivileged students who attend parochial schools. In Italy, most private schools are run by the Catholic Church, and these parochial schools are now attempting to obtain full state funding. In most other European countries, private schools receive little or no assistance from the government.

In the United States, the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 is a federal law that attempts to increase accountability and achievement in public schools. The law is controversial because it requires schools in need of improvement to undergo changes in staffing and management. Under the law, families of students in failing schools are allowed to enroll in other schools. Federal funding is increased for schools that need improvement, but if a school is still judged to be deficient, funding can be withheld.

Some states now have tuition tax subsidy programs, in which private-school families receive tax credits to offset tuition bills. Tax credits allow parents to retain more of their earned income, so the controversy of government money going to parochial schools is avoided. However, oversight of federal funds routed to private schools is still a concern. Private schools do not have to report their students' standardized test scores or account specifically for how voucher monies are used. Louisiana enacted a controversial and extensive voucher program in 2012, however, that requires all students attending private schools on vouchers must take statewide standardized tests. A student’s individual performance will be reported to parents, and aggregate results will be reported to the state. Nationally, pressure for accountability is increasing as more federal tax dollars flow to private institutions.

