
 

 
 

February 1, 2017 
 
 
The Honorable Todd Rokita   The Honorable Jared Polis 
Chairman     Ranking Member 
Subcommittee on Early Childhood,   Subcommittee on Early Childhood, Elementary and 
Elementary and Secondary Education  Secondary Education 
Committee on Education and the Workforce       Committee on Education and the Workforce 
U.S. House of Representatives   U.S. House of Representatives 
Washington, DC  20515    Washington, DC 20515 
 
 
Re: “Helping Students Succeed Through the Power of School Choice” Subcommittee Hearing 
 
Dear Chairman Rokita and Ranking Member Polis: 
 
The National School Boards Association (NSBA), representing more than 90,000 local school board 
members across the nation, working with and through our state associations, is writing to acknowledge this 
week’s Subcommittee hearing that seeks to examine school choice and discuss how federal policies can 
support such efforts. 
 
As you explore school choice throughout our communities, we urge you to examine the existing range of 
choices that are currently offered by our nation’s public school districts, which educate more than fifty 
million students.  From local magnet schools and charter schools authorized by local school boards to 
public specialty schools, such as military academies and those offering specialized curricula for science, 
technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM), many of our public school districts provide several 
options for the success of our students.  Please reference the examples included in this correspondence. 

We urge both Congress and the Administration to encourage and advance a balanced dialogue on evidence-
based choice options to help inform our nation’s efforts to assure every child is prepared for college, careers 
and citizenship.  Likewise, we urge efforts to “level the playing field” so that all schools that receive public 
funds are held to the same accountability standards and can be appropriately compared.  NSBA supports 
local community public schools and unconditionally opposes vouchers, tuition tax credits and similar 
initiatives, including charter schools not approved by local school boards.  Further, NSBA urges full 
accountability of the use of public funds for any educational purpose and believes that public funds should 
be used within public schools to advance curricula and choice, including charter schools authorized by local 
school boards. 
 
This January, NSBA’s Center for Public Education reexamined findings regarding the effectiveness of 
educational choice in a report titled “School Choice: What the Research Says.”  The report findings 
indicate the following: 
 



 

 
 

____________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________ 

The Honorable Todd Rokita and The Honorable Jared Polis  
Subcommittee on Early Childhood, Elementary and Secondary Education 

U.S. House of Representatives 
February 1,  2017 

Page 2 

 

• There’s  no reason to conclude that choice in itself  wil l  produce better outcomes.   
While many schools of choice do an exemplary job, the results aren’t universally better than those 
produced by traditional public schools.  
 

• Non-public  school choice should come with warning labels .  Policymakers who are 
considering supporting parents who wish to choose private schools or homeschooling should be 
aware that very little is known about the overall efficacy of schooling outside of public schools.  

 
• Expanding charter schools  is  not an overal l  reform strategy .  Most charter schools are 

no better than their traditional public school counterparts. Merely having more of them will not 
raise performance. Rather, policymakers and educators should focus on learning from successful 
charter schools about policies and practices that can help improve all schools. 

 
In general, the Center’s report found that school choices work for some students sometimes, are worse for 
some students sometimes, and are usually no better or worse than traditional public schools.  We hope that 
this report will inform the ongoing conversation about the efficacy of school choice in the nation’s efforts 
to assure every child is prepared for college, careers and citizenship. 

 
 
The numerous options for educational choice provided by our public school districts promote success in 
student achievement and school performance, and are impactful in equipping our students for college and 
careers.  The attached examples of effective public school choice are indicative of how vital our public 
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school districts are to their respective communities, economies and the nation in expanding opportunities 
for our students, as future leaders and practitioners in numerous sectors.  
NSBA appreciates this opportunity to highlight the successful and diverse programs of study offered by 
many of our public school districts, which help advance both equity and excellence and support our school 
boards in their efforts to provide the high-quality public education that all children deserve and need to be 
productive citizens.  Likewise, we look forward to working you throughout the 115th Congress to ensure the 
success of America’s public schools. 
 
Sincerely, 
 

  
Thomas J. Gentzel 
Chief Executive Officer and Executive Director 
 
cc:  The Honorable Virginia Foxx, Committee Chair 
       The Honorable Robert C. “Bobby” Scott, Ranking Member 
 
 
 
Attachments: 

• Examples of educational choice provided by our public school districts 
• “School Choice: What the Research Says,” Center for Public Education, National School Boards 

Association, January 2017 
• “Deeper Learning:  A Georgia School Teaches Skills that Translate to the Workplace,” American 

School Board Journal, December 2016 
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Examples of Educational Choice within Public School Districts 
 
Denver Public Schools is a prime example of a school choice district. Denver allows all families to apply 
for a school-of-choice within the district. While only about two-thirds of families completed a choice 
application, of those who did, 86% of kindergarteners, 80% of 6th graders, and 87% of 9th graders 
received their first choice. Parents receive information regarding each school’s performance and special 
program offerings, which include Montessori, International Baccalaureate, science focus, arts focus, dual-
language, expeditionary learning, and international focus schools. While all of the 200 schools are 
accountable to the Denver Public Schools Board of Education, some are independently operated by 
charter school management and others are “innovation schools,” which have freedom from some state and 
district regulations. Additionally, some students from outside of DPS’s boundaries enroll in DPS schools, 
while some Denver students opt to attend schools in other districts.   
 
Large urban schools are not the only types of districts offering increased flexibility to their families.  
Grand Prairie Independent School District, outside of Dallas, TX, is an “open enrollment” districts 
that serves 29,000 students.  The district offers 19 traditional schools and 22 “schools of choice” that offer 
specialized programs including arts, leadership, STEM, languages, college prep, and career technical 
education.  The default choice for families is their neighborhood school, but they may apply to attend any 
traditional or choice school in the district.  Families from outside the district may also apply to attend 
GPISD schools if they meet certain academic criteria.   
 

*** 
 
Some states also support inter-district choice.  Forty-six states offer some form of inter-district transfer 
policies, with some states requiring districts to offer transfers and others allowing voluntary participation 
by school districts.   
 
New Jersey offers inter-district transfer to students.  The state has a website with clear information for 
families regarding which districts allow transfers, which grades they serve, how many seats are available 
in each grade, and district performance.  As of 2015, about 5,000 students transferred into 136 different 
school districts.  The state portion of school funding, about $10,500, transfers with the student to the new 
district, while the “home” district of the student pays for some transportation costs but otherwise keeps 
the local allocation of funds for that student. 
 
Other state choice options include specialty schools, such as the Oklahoma School of Science and 
Mathematics (OSSM), which is a public 2-year residential high school for students who are academically 
gifted in science and mathematics. The highly selective school is paid for by the state legislature and any 
Oklahoma resident entering their junior year of high school may apply. 
 

*** 
 
Video:  Delaware’s William Penn High School principal talks about his public school’s approach to 
college-career readiness that provides every student a career focused experience. In the four years of the 
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program, enrollments, graduation and college-going rates have gone up, and dropout rates have gone 
down. Interestingly, this innovative program was developed by the existing staff: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5MOzBvQ_rAw. 
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A School Choice Primer

iving parents and students the ability 

to choose their school is promoted by 

supporters as the key to improving American 

education overall. On the surface, the idea 

has great appeal. Who, after all, opposes 

having choices? Indeed, both Democratic and 

Republican policymakers, including President 

Trump, have embraced school choice as 

a reform strategy, whether it’s limited to 

alternatives within the public school system or 

provides taxpayer dollars to students to take 

to private schools or providers. For this reason 

alone, American voters should be asking: does 

school choice live up to its supporters’ claims? 

In 2015, NSBA’s Center for Public Education 

sought to answer this question in an at-a-glance 

overview of school choice in all its permutations: 

choice within the public school system 

(traditional public schools, magnet and charter 

schools); choice outside the public schools 

(private schools, vouchers and tax credits, 

homeschooling); and virtual schools which can 

be either public or private. 

We have updated this edition in order to 

include the results of new studies that shed 

more light on the impact of schools of choice. A 

few findings stand out. Unlike charter schools 

overall — which aren’t as universally high 

performing as their publicity suggests — urban 

charter schools tend to perform well compared 

to their traditional counterparts. In contrast, 

online charters are even more ineffective than 

we previously understood them to be. And a 

major study of Louisiana vouchers showed a 

negative impact on student achievement after 

two years. Add it up and our conclusion is 

basically the same as it was a year ago. We 

find that school choices work for some students 

sometimes, are worse for some students 

sometimes, and are usually no better or worse 

than traditional public schools. 

As before, we hope that this report will inform 

the ongoing conversation about the efficacy of 

school choice in the nation’s efforts to assure 

every child is prepared for college, careers 

and citizenship. 
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After more than two decades of choice polices, enrollments in schools of choice are still  
relatively small. 87% of all school-aged children are in public schools.

REALITY CHECK

Public schools of choice 16%

Non-public schools 13%
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Every state provides a free, public education that is available 
to every school-age child in the state. Every state also has 
compulsory education laws, typically for children between 
ages 5-7 & 16-18.

Public schools serve 87% of the school-aged population.

Public schools must meet 
all local, state & federal 
accountability standards.

❑✔

DEFINITION STATE POLICY

ENROLLMENT

Public School 
Students

Public Schools
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2011-12

By age 24, 86% had 
earned a diploma.

In 1995, U.S. 8th graders scored below the international average in math;  
20 years later, they were well above the average and were outscored by only  
6 of 33 participating countries.

81% of public high school 
students graduated on time.

81% 86%

By many measures, public schools 
are performing better than ever. 
High school graduation rates 
are at historic highs as is the 
math performance of 4th and 
8th graders. Most public school 
students still attend traditional 
neighborhood schools, but they 
are being given more choices 
like magnet schools and charters 
within the public education system.

IMPACT Public Schools

Source: TIMSS, 2015
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Today’s public school 4th & 8th graders are performing two years ahead in math  
compared to their peers in 1990. They are reading about a half year ahead.

Public School Student Gains on NAEP-Math 
1990-2015

Public SchoolsIMPACT

Source: National Assessment of Educational Progress 2015. 10 points on the NAEP scale is about one year’s worth of learning.
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Magnet Schools

About 4% of all school-age children are in magnet schools.

Public schools with specialized courses or curriculum. They 
can have admissions requirements, but they must meet local, 
state & federal accountability standards.

states have 
magnet schools48

Study results are somewhat mixed. 
Some show higher performance while 
others show similar results for magnet 
and non-magnet students.

Several studies have shown higher 
graduation rates for magnet students, 
especially for those in Career Academies —
career focused high school programs.

DEFINITION STATE POLICY

ENROLLMENT
Magnet  
Students

IMPACT IMPACT



PUBLIC SCHOOLS

SCHOOL CHOICE: WHAT THE RESEARCH SAYSCenter for Public Education

8

Charter Schools

Public schools with some autonomy in exchange for having to 
periodically renew their charter. Charter schools have open 
enrollment, cannot charge tuition, and must meet local, state 
& federal accountability standards. School boards are the largest group 

of charter school authorizers.

DEFINITION

ENROLLMENT

STATE POLICY

states have 
charter 
schools44

Charters serve about 4% of all school-age children.

Charter
Students
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Charter Schools

1 in 4 charter schools outperformed its traditional counterpart in reading. 
More than half performed about the same.

IMPACT

A 2015 CREDO analysis 
of urban charter schools 
tells a different story. 
More than half of charter 
schools in urban districts 
overall outperformed their 
traditional public school 
counterpart. The impact was 
highest in Boston, Newark 
and Memphis. Conversely, 
urban charter schools in Las 
Vegas and West Palm beach 
performed worse.

Charter Schools Performance Compared To 
Traditional Public School Counterpart
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READING MATH
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19
31

25 29

56 40

Source: CREDO, 2013
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PRIVATE SCHOOLS

Not free. Selective. Not open to every student.  
No public accountability for student performance.

Private school students score somewhat higher on NAEP than their public school peers, but the 
gap has been narrowing.

States that require private schools to 
register with state Department  
of Education

States that require registration for specific 
private schools

States that allow private schools to be 
recognized by state Board of Education

Private SchoolsDEFINITION

ENROLLMENT

STATE POLICY

Enroll about 10% of total school-aged 
population, which has been consistent 
for the last four decades.

Private School
Students

IMPACT

Source: US Department of Education, 2009
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PRIVATE SCHOOLS

IMPACT Private Schools

Public Versus Private School Performance

Private school students tend to outperform public school students on NAEP. But when researchers 
Lubienski & Lubienski controlled for student race, ethnicity & family income, they found the opposite – 
that in most cases, 4th and 8th grade public school students had the advantage in math scores over 
students in different kinds of private schools.

! Not statistically significant; interpret with caution
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PRIVATE SCHOOLS

Taxpayer-funded scholarships that subsidize student tuition at private schools. Typically available to 
targeted groups, such as low-income students, those attending chronically low-performing schools, 
students with disabilities, or students in foster care.

Vouchers & Tuition Tax CreditsDEFINITION

STATE POLICY

Offer vouchers Offer tuition tax credits Offers both

ENROLLMENT

Voucher students comprise less than 
½ of 1% of all school-age children.

Voucher
Students
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PRIVATE SCHOOLS

IMPACT Vouchers & Tuition Tax Credits

A major study of the Louisiana 
voucher program showed that 
public school students who used 
the voucher to enter a private 
school in 2011-12 were found to 
have lost academic ground two 
years later. Declines were evident 
in both reading and math. 
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Some studies report test score  
gains for low-income, African  
American students; most show  
similar performance as public  
school students for other  
student groups.

Several studies have found voucher 
recipients are more likely to graduate 
from high school.

Accountability varies greatly 
by program; 20 require 
participating students to take 
standardized assessments while 
18 have no accountability for 
student performance.

Impact of Vouchers on Student Achievement After 2 years

Source: Abdulkadiroglu et al., 2015

English language arts Math
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HOMESCHOOLING

HomeschoolingDEFINITION

STATE POLICY

ENROLLMENT

Students are taught at home by parents or tutors who determine content; virtual schooling can be a 
part of instruction.

states & DC have requirements 
for homeschool instructors; 
some require certain subjects

states & DC 
require testing for 
homeschooled students13 23 14 states define 

performance 
thresholds

Homeschoolers comprise 3% of the total school-aged population.

Homeschool 
Students
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HOMESCHOOLING

IMPACT Homeschooling

There is little reliable research on homeschooled students; consequently, little is known 
about them as a group.

Most studies are anecdotal or based on self-selected, self-reporting surveys.

Some small studies suggest higher SAT/ACT scores and college-going rates for home 
schooled students; how well these studies represent homeschoolers overall is unknown.

?
IMPACT UNKNOWN
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VIRTUAL SCHOOLS

Either public or private online schools. Can be either fully 
virtual or “blend” online & face to face instruction. Courses 
are purchased from private providers or developed by states 
and school districts.

Virtual SchoolsDEFINITION

states & DC 
operate virtual 
schools30

STATE POLICY

ENROLLMENT

Enrollments are growing but currently serve less than ½ of 1% of 
total school-age population.

Virtual
Students
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VIRTUAL SCHOOLS

On-time graduation rates for full-time 
virtual schools are about half  

the national average

Studies suggest that 
students taking AP or 

other high-level courses 
online do well

Credit recovery is the most 
common reason students 
take online courses, but 

the overall effect is hard to 
determine.

IMPACT Virtual Schools
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Other Forms of School Choice

Inter- and Intra-district transfers: Over 20 states allow students to transfer within or between 
school districts to other public schools. The combination of inter- and intra-district transfers with magnet 
and charter school enrollments shows that about 16% of school-age children attend a public school of 
their choice.
 
Education Savings Accounts: Education Savings Accounts (ESA) are similar to vouchers in that 
qualifying families receive a portion of state funds for educating their child. They differ in that the dollars 
are deposited in a privately managed account and can be used for tutoring, curriculum and other approved 
services as well as for private school tuition.
 
Arizona and Florida were the first states to initiate small-scale ESA programs for special needs students. 
Arizona also offers ESAs to students in low-performing schools. In 2015, Nevada passed an ESA bill that 
represents the most far-reaching school choice program in the nation. According to the bill, Nevada will 
provide a large part of the state per-pupil allocation in the form of an ESA to students who are currently 
enrolled in the state’s public schools but wish to leave. Experts estimate that about 93% of all school-age 
children would be eligible to participate. The Nevada Supreme Court recently called a permanent injunction 
against the program due to its funding mechanism. However, ESA advocates intend to introduce new 
legislation in 2017 that will re-launch the program with alternative funding. 

›

›
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Take-aways

There’s no reason to conclude that choice in itself will produce better outcomes. While 
many schools of choice do an exemplary job, the results aren’t universally better than those produced by 
traditional public schools. 

Non-public school choice should come with warning labels. Policymakers who are considering 
supporting parents who wish to choose private schools or homeschooling should be aware that very little is 
known about the overall efficacy of schooling outside of public schools. 

Expanding charter schools is not an overall reform strategy. Most charter schools are no better 
than their traditional public school counterparts. Merely having more of them will not raise performance. 
Rather, policymakers and educators should focus on learning from successful charter schools about policies 
and practices that can help improve all schools. 

›

›

›



PUBLIC SCHOOLS

SCHOOL CHOICE: WHAT THE RESEARCH SAYSCenter for Public Education

20

SCHOOL CHOICE: WHAT THE RESEARCH SAYSCenter for Public Education

20

What Can School Boards Do?

Establish opportunities for sharing lessons learned between your traditional, magnet and charter schools. 
Learning from successes in your various programs can bolster the education provided all students in your district.

Provide an adequate infrastructure for monitoring your students in virtual schools. Digital learning is the wave of 
the future and will have a central place in public education. But school boards need to make sure that it is done 
right so that students do not get lost in cyberspace.

Establish policies for granting and revoking charters based on academic performance. Make sure these policies 
are well-known in order to attract stronger applications.

›

›

›
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A Disclosure
The Center for Public Education is an initiative of the National School Boards Association (NSBA). While we have sought to be as objective as possible in 
this report, readers should be aware that NSBA has official positions on school choice, as follows:

• Public education choice: NSBA supports “locally elected school boards in expanding public school choices to meet the needs of 
students in a rapidly changing world.” This support extends to charter schools as long as the local school board “retains sole authority” to 
grant and revoke charters. 

• Non-public education choice: NSBA “recognizes and upholds the right of any group to establish and maintain schools so long as such 
schools are fully financed by their own supporters.” At the same time, NSBA believes public tax dollars should “only support public schools” 
and opposes “vouchers, tax credits, and tax subsidies for use at non-public K-12 schools.” NSBA further believes that “private and home 
schools should be subject to governmental regulation that assures a minimum standard of instruction under state law and adherence to the 
Constitution and laws of the United States.” 
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well-being of our nation. CPE provides up-to-date research, data, and analysis on current education issues and explores ways to improve student 
achievement and engage public support for public schools. CPE is an initiative of the National School Boards Association.  
www.centerforpubliceducation.org 

Founded in 1940, the National School Boards Association (NSBA) is a not-for-profit organization representing state associations of school boards 
and their more than 90,000 local school board members throughout the U.S. Working with and through our state associations,  
NSBA advocates for equity and excellence in public education through school board leadership. www.nsba.org

www.centerforpubliceducation.org
www.nsba.org


PUBLIC SCHOOLS

SCHOOL CHOICE: WHAT THE RESEARCH SAYSCenter for Public Education

22

SCHOOL CHOICE: WHAT THE RESEARCH SAYSCenter for Public Education

22

Bibliography

PUBLIC SCHOOLS
National Center for Education Statistics, Public School Enrollments 
Projections, Condition of Education 2015, U.S. Department of Education. Data 
for 2012-13 year: http://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/indicator_cga.asp 

National Center for Education Statistics, Compulsory School Attendance Laws 
by State, 2015, U.S. Department of Education: https://nces.ed.gov/programs/
statereform/tab5_1.asp 

National Center for Education Statistics, Public School High School Graduation 
Rates, Condition of Education 2015, U.S. Department of Education. Data for 
2011-12: http://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/indicator_coi.asp 

National Center for Education Statistics, Trend in International Mathematics 
and Science Study (TIMSS), Figure 4: Trends over three time points, 2015: 
https://nces.ed.gov/timss/timss2015/ 

National Center for Education Statistics, Nations Report Card 2015 
Mathematics and Reading, U.S. Department of Education:  
https://www.nationsreportcard.gov/reading_math_2015/#?grade=4 

MAGNET SCHOOLS
National Center for Education Statistics, Number and Enrollment of Public 
Elementary and Secondary Schools by School Level, Type, and Charter and 
Magnet status: Selected years, 1990-91 through 2010-11, U.S. Department of 
Education: https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d12/tables/dt12_108.asp 

Betts, Julian, Kitmitto, Levin, Bos & Eaton, What Happens When Schools 
Become Magnet Schools? American Institutes for Research, May 2015:  
http://www.air.org/sites/default/files/downloads/report/Magnet-Schools-
Diversity-and-Achievement-May-2015-rev.pdf 

Jerald, Craig J, Keeping Kids in School, 2007, Center for Public Education: 
http://www.centerforpubliceducation.org/Main-Menu/Staffingstudents/
Keeping-kids-in-school-At-a-glance/default.aspx 

Miami-Dade Public Schools, A Review of the Research on Magnet Schools, 
January 2012: http://www.magnet.edu/files/documents/review-of-research-
on-magnet-schools.pdf 

CHARTER SCHOOLS
National Alliance for Public Charter Schools, Total number of charter school 
students 2013-14: http://dashboard.publiccharters.org/dashboard/students/
page/overview/year/2014. Total number of charter schools by state:  
http://dashboard.publiccharters.org/dashboard/schools/page/overview/
year/2014 

Center for Research on Education Outcomes, National Charter School Study, 
2013, Stanford University. http://credo.stanford.edu/documents/NCSS%20
2013%20Final%20Draft.pdf 

Center for Research on Education Outcomes, Urban Charter School Study, 
2015, Stanford University. https://urbancharters.stanford.edu/ 

http://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/indicator_cga.asp
https://nces.ed.gov/programs/statereform/tab5_1.asp
https://nces.ed.gov/programs/statereform/tab5_1.asp
http://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/indicator_coi.asp
https://nces.ed.gov/timss/timss2015/
https://www.nationsreportcard.gov/reading_math_2015/#?grade=4
https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d12/tables/dt12_108.asp
http://www.air.org/sites/default/files/downloads/report/Magnet-Schools-Diversity-and-Achievement-May-2015-rev.pdf
http://www.air.org/sites/default/files/downloads/report/Magnet-Schools-Diversity-and-Achievement-May-2015-rev.pdf
http://www.centerforpubliceducation.org/Main-Menu/Staffingstudents/Keeping-kids-in-school-At-a-glance/default.aspx
http://www.centerforpubliceducation.org/Main-Menu/Staffingstudents/Keeping-kids-in-school-At-a-glance/default.aspx
http://www.magnet.edu/files/documents/review-of-research-on-magnet-schools.pdf
http://www.magnet.edu/files/documents/review-of-research-on-magnet-schools.pdf
http://dashboard.publiccharters.org/dashboard/students/page/overview/year/2014
http://dashboard.publiccharters.org/dashboard/students/page/overview/year/2014
http://dashboard.publiccharters.org/dashboard/schools/page/overview/year/2014
http://dashboard.publiccharters.org/dashboard/schools/page/overview/year/2014
http://credo.stanford.edu/documents/NCSS%202013%20Final%20Draft.pdf
http://credo.stanford.edu/documents/NCSS%202013%20Final%20Draft.pdf
https://urbancharters.stanford.edu/


PUBLIC SCHOOLS

SCHOOL CHOICE: WHAT THE RESEARCH SAYSCenter for Public Education

23

SCHOOL CHOICE: WHAT THE RESEARCH SAYSCenter for Public Education

23

Hull, Jim, Charter Schools: Finding Out the Facts, March 2010, Center for 
Public Education: http://www.centerforpubliceducation.org/Main-Menu/
Organizing-a-school/Charter-schools-Finding-out-the-facts-At-a-glance 

PRIVATE SCHOOLS
National Center for Education Statistics, Private School Enrollments, 2011-12, 
Condition of Education 2015, U.S. Department of Education:  
http://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/indicator_cgc.asp 

U.S. Department of Education, State Regulation of Private Schools, 2009 
https://www2.ed.gov/admins/comm/choice/regprivschl/regprivschl.pdf

National Assessment of Educational Progress, Comparing Private Schools and 
Public Schools Using Hierarchical Linear Modeling, 2006, National Center for 
Education Statistics, U.S. Department of Education:  
https://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/pdf/studies/2006461.pdf 
 
Yettick, Holly, “Public schools outperform private schools, book 
says,” Education Week, May 13, 2014 http://www.edweek.org/ew/
articles/2014/05/14/31publicprivate.h33.html 

Lubienski & Lubienski, The Public School Advantage: Why Public Schools 
Outperform Private Schools, University of Chicago Press, 2014

VOUCHERS
Abdulkadiroglu, Atila, Pathak & Walters, Free to Choose: Can school choice 
reduce student Achievement?, Working paper 21839, National Bureau of 
Economic Research, December 2015 http://www.nber.org/papers/w21839.pdf 

American Federation for Children Growth Fund, School Choice Yearbook, 
2014-15 http://afcgrowthfund.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/AFC_2014-
15_Yearbook.pdf 

Gill, Brian, Timpane, Ross, Brewer & Booker, Rhetoric Versus Reality: What 
we know and what we need to know about vouchers and charter schools, 
2007, RAND Education: http://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/
monograph_reports/2007/RAND_MR1118-1.pdf 

Kober & Usher, Keeping Informed About School Vouchers: A review of major 
developments and research. Center on Education Policy, 2011:  
http://www.cep-dc.org/displayDocument.cfm?DocumentID=369 

Mills, Jonathan N., Egalite & Wolf, How has the Louisiana scholarship 
program affected students? A comprehensive summary of effects after two 
years, Education Research Alliance for New Orleans, Policy Brief, 2016: 
http://educationresearchalliancenola.org/files/publications/ERA-Policy-Brief-
Public-Private-School-Choice-160218.pdf 

Wolf, Patrick, Guttman, Puma Kisida, Rizzon, Elissa & Carr, Evaluation 
of the DC Opportunity Scholarship Program Final Report, June 2010, 
U.S. Department of Education: http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/pubs/20104018/
pdf/20104019.pdf 

Wolf, Patrick, “Lost Opportunities,” Fall 2009, Education Next:  
http://educationnext.org/lost-opportunities/ 

VIRTUAL SCHOOLS
Barth, Patte, Hull & St. Andrie, Searching for the Reality of Virtual Schools, 
May 2013, Center for Public Education: http://www.centerforpubliceducation.
org/Main-Menu/Organizing-a-school/Searching-for-the-reality-of-virtual-
schools-at-a-glance/Searching-for-the-reality-of-virtual-schools-full-report.pdf

Center for Research on Education Outcomes, Online Charter School Study, 
2015, Stanford University. http://credo.stanford.edu/pdfs/Online%20
Charter%20Study%20Final.pdf

Evergreen Education Group, Keeping Pace, 2013-14: http://www.kpk12.com/
states/ 

http://www.centerforpubliceducation.org/Main-Menu/Organizing-a-school/Charter-schools-Finding-out-the-facts-At-a-glance
http://www.centerforpubliceducation.org/Main-Menu/Organizing-a-school/Charter-schools-Finding-out-the-facts-At-a-glance
http://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/indicator_cgc.asp
https://www2.ed.gov/admins/comm/choice/regprivschl/regprivschl.pdf
https://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/pdf/studies/2006461.pdf
http://www.edweek.org/ew/articles/2014/05/14/31publicprivate.h33.html
http://www.edweek.org/ew/articles/2014/05/14/31publicprivate.h33.html
http://www.nber.org/papers/w21839.pdf
http://afcgrowthfund.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/AFC_2014-15_Yearbook.pdf
http://afcgrowthfund.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/AFC_2014-15_Yearbook.pdf
http://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/monograph_reports/2007/RAND_MR1118-1.pdf
http://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/monograph_reports/2007/RAND_MR1118-1.pdf
http://www.cep-dc.org/displayDocument.cfm?DocumentID=369
http://educationresearchalliancenola.org/files/publications/ERA-Policy-Brief-Public-Private-School-Choice-160218.pdf
http://educationresearchalliancenola.org/files/publications/ERA-Policy-Brief-Public-Private-School-Choice-160218.pdf
http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/pubs/20104018/pdf/20104019.pdf
http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/pubs/20104018/pdf/20104019.pdf
http://educationnext.org/lost-opportunities/
http://www.centerforpubliceducation.org/Main-Menu/Organizing-a-school/Searching-for-the-reality-of-virtual-schools-at-a-glance/Searching-for-the-reality-of-virtual-schools-full-report.pdf
http://www.centerforpubliceducation.org/Main-Menu/Organizing-a-school/Searching-for-the-reality-of-virtual-schools-at-a-glance/Searching-for-the-reality-of-virtual-schools-full-report.pdf
http://www.centerforpubliceducation.org/Main-Menu/Organizing-a-school/Searching-for-the-reality-of-virtual-schools-at-a-glance/Searching-for-the-reality-of-virtual-schools-full-report.pdf
http://credo.stanford.edu/pdfs/Online%20Charter%20Study%20Final.pdf
http://credo.stanford.edu/pdfs/Online%20Charter%20Study%20Final.pdf
http://www.kpk12.com/states/
http://www.kpk12.com/states/


PUBLIC SCHOOLS

SCHOOL CHOICE: WHAT THE RESEARCH SAYSCenter for Public Education

24

SCHOOL CHOICE: WHAT THE RESEARCH SAYSCenter for Public Education

24

Miron, Gary, Gulosino & Horvitz, Virtual Schools in the U.S. 2014: Politics, 
Performance, Policy and Research Evidence, National Education Policy Center: 
http://nepc.colorado.edu/files/virtual-2014-3-inventory-final.pdf 

HOMESCHOOLING
Fulton, Mary, State Policies on Homeschooling, October 2009, Education 
Commission of States: http://www.ecs.org/clearinghouse/82/30/8230.pdf 

National Center for Education Statistics, Digest of Education Statistics, 2013, 
Table 206.10 (2012 data), U.S. Department of Education: https://nces.ed.gov/
programs/digest/d13/tables/dt13_206.10.asp?current=yes 

U.S. Department of Education, State Regulation of Private Schools, 2009 
https://www2.ed.gov/admins/comm/choice/regprivschl/regprivschl.pdf 

OTHER: INTER/INTRA-DISTRICT CHOICE, ESAS
National Center for Education Statistics, Trends in School Choice 1992-2007, 
U.S. Department of Education: http://nces.ed.gov/pubs2010/2010004.pdf 

Cunningham, “Nevada enacts nation’s most expansive school choice 
program,” June 10, 2014, National Conference of State Legislatures:  
http://www.ncsl.org/blog/2015/06/10/nevada-enacts-nations-most-expansive-
school-choice-program.aspx 

Prothero, Arianna, Nevada high court deals blow to school choice 
program, Education Week, October 4, 2016: http://www.edweek.org/ew/
articles/2016/10/05/nevada-high-court-deals-blow-to-school.html 

http://nepc.colorado.edu/files/virtual-2014-3-inventory-final.pdf
http://www.ecs.org/clearinghouse/82/30/8230.pdf
https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d13/tables/dt13_206.10.asp?current=yes
https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d13/tables/dt13_206.10.asp?current=yes
https://www2.ed.gov/admins/comm/choice/regprivschl/regprivschl.pdf
http://nces.ed.gov/pubs2010/2010004.pdf
http://www.ncsl.org/blog/2015/06/10/nevada-enacts-nations-most-expansive-school-choice-program.aspx
http://www.ncsl.org/blog/2015/06/10/nevada-enacts-nations-most-expansive-school-choice-program.aspx
http://www.edweek.org/ew/articles/2016/10/05/nevada-high-court-deals-blow-to-school.html
http://www.edweek.org/ew/articles/2016/10/05/nevada-high-court-deals-blow-to-school.html


28   asbj  • december 2016

storyboard

Thomas J. Gentzel and Richard Anderson

Learning
DEEPER

A Georgia school teaches skills that 
translate to the workplace 
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A decade in business gave Billy Heaton 
unexpected insights about educational 
priorities. 

During 10 years in the contracting  
industry, Heaton vividly recalls working 

with other professionals—from architects to subcon-
tractors—who lacked some of the most fundamental, 
valuable abilities anyone can carry into the workplace. 

“One of the biggest obstacles we faced was dealing 
with people who just didn’t know how to work well in 
a group, how to collaborate, how to listen, or how to 
communicate well,” he says.

Heaton traded in his business card for a career in 
school administration. He’s currently the principal at 
Clairemont Elementary School in Decatur, Georgia. 
Clairemont is a K-3 school that uses a learning model 
based on practical experiences and student projects 
called expeditionary learning.

Expeditionary learning seeks to cultivate the same 
skills that some of Heaton’s business associates failed to 
master. “The practices and principles of expeditionary 
learning teach skills that I saw as lacking in some of my 
colleagues in the business world. Those types of lifelong 
skills are important, and they’re learned by our students 
as they work with people out in the community who are 
in the business field.”

Lifelong skills are the bedrock of expeditionary 
learning. It involves hands-on lessons that impart 
critical thinking skills, problem solving, collaborative 
activities, and socialization. It emphasizes practical 
learning methods while incorporating a strong element 
of community involvement. 

Heaton notes that students don’t do “field trips” at 
Clairemont. They do “field work.” Students collect data, 
conduct research, and interview experts and profes-
sionals over the course of an expedition in order to 
create a finished work product. 

Heaton is thrilled with the results. “Our teachers 
regularly bring in experts and work with students on 
projects and the development of products,” he says. 
“All of the K-3 schools here in Decatur also use experts 
to provide students with feedback or to help critique 
students’ work. It’s a very collaborative effort in which 
students are exposed to professionals in a given field.”

TWO-WAY CONNECTIONS
That partnership is also a two-way street. Business 
people are able to see the challenges that educators and 
students face while gaining a greater understanding of 
those issues. At the same time, business leaders who are 
involved in expeditionary learning help foster a connec-
tion between the classroom and the community.
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deeper learning

That connection is at the forefront of the work 
the students produce. For example, second-graders 
at Clairemont are creating an almanac. They’re using 
local resources to research the information that will be 
composed for and included in the almanac, which will be 
donated to the City of Decatur’s library upon completion.

“What I love about the expeditionary learning 
framework is that, even beginning in kindergarten, it’s 
developing the skills that these kids will need when 
they go out into the real world,” Heaton says. “We’re 
trying to start instilling these skills as early as possible.”

Those executive functioning skills are the ones 
employers value most: critical thinking, absorbing and 
incorporating feedback into one’s work, communicating 

effectively, knowing and mastering essential academic 
content, and creative problem solving.

Collectively, these competencies form the nucleus 
of an innovative, research-supported educational model 
called “deeper learning,” of which expeditionary learn-
ing is one type.

Deeper learning emphasizes executive functioning 
skills that today’s employers require. It helps children 
develop into well-rounded students who have the 
abilities that they’ll need to thrive in the modern job 
market. Deeper learning helps students succeed in 
college, the workforce, and society in general.

Project-based learning, like the expeditionary model, 
is a centerpiece of deeper learning. It teaches kids re-
al-world know-how in an environment that also stresses 
those crucial executive functioning skills.

SKILLS GAP
All of that is more important than ever for the next gen-
eration of American workers. Our country is in the midst 
of a potentially crippling “skills gap,” meaning that there 
aren’t enough qualified workers to fill available positions.

The business leader organization ReadyNation 
highlights startling research that shows just how 
severe this problem is: Nationwide, 65 percent of 
job openings by the end of the current decade will 
require some form of postsecondary education. How-
ever, only 60 percent of American workers possess 
that level of education. 

That 5-percent gap means that, unless trends 
shift, there may be 2.75 million unfilled positions. 
In Clairemont’s home state of Georgia alone, there 
will be nearly 85,000 jobs for which there won’t be 
qualified applicants.

Even more alarming, the skills gap is especially sig-
nificant in STEM fields (science, technology, engineer-
ing, and mathematics), which is a sector of industry 
that is growing rapidly.

The skills gap matters a great deal for Georgia 
companies like Delta Air Lines. Business leaders at 
major employers like Delta understand how vital it is 
to develop a workforce that has the deeper-learning 
skills necessary for success. And the business commu-
nity wants to help grow and foster the next generation 
of good employees that will boost the state and local 
economies in Georgia and elsewhere.Collaborative activities are a part of Clairemont’s classwork.
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Ensuring that all students graduate from high 
school well prepared for postsecondary education and 
a rapidly changing global workplace is a major priority 
of the National School Boards Association. Achieving 
that goal requires rigorous academic preparation as 
well as vital skills such as the ability to acquire need-
ed information, to think critically and be creative in 
applying what has been learned, and to work effectively 
with others in developing and implementing solutions 
to challenging problems.

Valarie Wilson, the executive director of the Georgia 
School Boards Association, sees expeditionary learning 
as a success story. 

“With expeditionary learning, teaching doesn’t just 
involve students sitting in their chairs,” Wilson says. 
“Children in the school do their projects, and then they 
have to present them and talk about what they’re doing. 
They learn how to focus the presentation on key facts 
and how to figure out not only what to say, but how to 
say it to others.”

Wilson also points out that parents support expedi-
tionary learning and are able to see the positive differ-
ence it makes in their child’s life.

ALIGNMENT AND COLLABORATION
Unsurprisingly, Clairemont has become an expedi-
tionary learning “mentor school.” It has also earned 
a National Blue Ribbon School award. It was the first 
elementary school in the district to use the expedition-
ary learning model. 

In fact, the students at Clairemont performed so 
well that the Decatur City Schools Board of Education 
decided to introduce the program into the other ele-
mentary schools in the district.

That piece of Clairemont’s story underscores an-
other reason for the success of the program: excellent 
alignment between school board and school district. 
When districts and boards work in concert to bolster 
effective learning models, everyone wins.

It seems appropriate that the success of the expe-
ditionary learning program is based in part on a core 
deeper learning competency: collaboration.

Billy Heaton sees the difference that expeditionary 
learning already makes in the children’s lives. 

He speaks of the academic mindset expeditionary 
learning creates when he says, “We let kids know that 

they aren’t perfect. They are going to make mistakes. 
But they have to know that they can take those mis-
takes and use them as learning opportunities, which 
is a great lifelong skill.” But the lessons extend far 
beyond the classroom.

Heaton says, “Overall, I’ve just been blown away by 
how kind kids here at Clairemont are to each other.”

Thomas J. Gentzel (tgentzel@nsba.org) is the executive 
director and CEO of NSBA. Richard Anderson  
(rhale55@icloud.com) is the executive chairman of the 
board and retired CEO of Delta Air Lines in Atlanta. 

Clairemont students do field work, not field trips.
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