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Summary of Review 

 
A new annual report from the Milton and Rose Friedman Foundation is designed as a 

resource to provide ammunition for persuading people as to the merits of school choice. 
While there may indeed be a number of reasons to argue for school choice, this handbook 
shoots blanks. The report provides updated information on thirteen states and the District of 
Columbia with policies that approximate the Friedman Foundation’s voucher-based version 
of school “choice.” While the descriptive compendium of information is mostly accurate 
and somewhat useful, the report begins and ends with “Frequently Asked Questions,” 
where the Foundation seeks to interpret the research on school choice issues for the lay 
reader. As might be expected from a voucher advocacy organization such as this, the report 
relies on a highly selective sub-sample of studies. The research referred to in the report 
tends toward non-peer-reviewed studies of questionable quality from other advocacy or-
ganizations, while ignoring evidence in these and other higher quality studies that questions 
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the Foundation’s unequivocal support for vouchers. Evidence — particularly on the issue 
of achievement — is consistently abused in this report, both by misrepresenting individual 
studies (including those by voucher advocates) and misrepresenting the general body of re-
search on choice. In short, for those hoping to learn more about the issue, this one-sided re-
port does a poor job of even representing only one side of the debate. 
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Review 
 
I. INTRODUCTION 
 
The ABCs of School Choice is an annual 
handbook produced by the Milton and Rose 
Friedman Foundation to help people per-
suade others regarding the merits of school 
choice. The report exhibits fine production 
values, with glossy pictures and nice graph-
ics, but it is rather wanting regarding con-
tent. The Friedman Foundation, which 
proudly proclaims its role as “the nation’s 
leading voucher advocates,” intends this as a 
reference resource with the “most up-to-date 
and accurate information” on the issue.1 
They hope that “you will refer to it over and 
over when you are combating opponents or 
seeking to persuade your friends that school 
choice works” (p. 5). The report lists poli-
cies and developments in the thirteen states 
(and the District of Columbia) that meet the 
Friedman Foundation’s definition of 
“choice,” and then briefly expounds on 10 
issues related to choice in a section on “Fre-
quently Asked Questions” — the section 
that is the focus of this review. Between the 
production values, the simplistic assertions, 
and the difficulty of verifying claims made 
in this report, it appears that the Friedman 
Foundation is aiming at a relatively uni-
formed audience, one that it hopes will 
spread the gospel of vouchers far, wide and 
without question. 
 
It is important to note that when the Fried-
man Foundation writers discuss “choice,” 
they are really referring to purer market ver-
sions of these reforms — vouchers, tax 
credit scholarships, and tax credits or deduc-
tions. Just as Republican strategist and poll-
ster Frank Luntz admonishes GOP policy-
makers against using the term “voucher” 
because of the public’s negative reaction to 
the term,2 the Friedman Foundation report 
tends to use the positive word “choice” quite 

frequently in lieu of the term “vouchers.” 
While this would seem like semantic ma-
neuvering, it also reflects the Friedman 
Foundation’s agenda of purer market models 
for education. Consequently, this definition 
excludes other options that most parents and 
reformers would see as school “choice”: 
open-enrollment plans, magnet schools, and 
charter schools (the latter mistakenly de-
scribed by the Friedman Foundation as 
“government-operated schools” (p. 7). 
 
II. FINDINGS AND CONCLUSIONS 

OF THE REPORT 
 
This is not an empirical report that analyzes 
data to produce results. Instead, it is a com-
pendium of policies and a summary of stud-
ies explicitly intended and arranged to ad-
vance the cause of vouchers. There are 10 
conclusions put forth in the section on Fre-
quently Asked Questions, which are ad-
dressed below. 
 
III. RATIONALES SUPPORTING 

THE REPORT’S FINDINGS 
AND CONCLUSIONS 

 
The below discussion of the report’s FAQs 
includes an examination of the rationales 
underlying its conclusions and recommenda-
tions.  
 
IV. THE REPORT’S USE OF  

RESEARCH LITERATURE  
 
The Friedman Foundation report repeatedly 
implies that it is merely passing on a con-
sensus from the research literature — draw-
ing from “a large body of evidence” and 
“numerous polls,” for instance (pp. 54, 59). 
Unfortunately, throughout the report, virtu-
ally no citation information is provided for 
the studies it mentions. The report is often 
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impenetrable with respect to discerning 
which specific studies are being used to 
support claims when, in fact, one of the 
standard practices for social science research 
is to reference cited works, thus allowing 
interested readers to check the accuracy of 
the sources named in support of claims. In 
fact, this lack of citations adds to the im-
pression that the Friedman Foundation ex-
pects an audience that will take the claims 
made in the report at face value. 
 
The question of whether or not the studies 
cited incorporated rigorous research meth-
ods is highly debatable. What is not debat-
able is the fact that the Friedman Foundation 
report refers only to a very small sub-sample 
of a much broader and growing research 
literature on school choice. And this sub-
sample is indisputably biased, as demon-
strated by the fact that almost all the re-
search cited was produced by a small num-
ber of acknowledged voucher advocates, and 
almost none of these studies were submitted 
to impartial peer-review — independent 
examination by scholars not affiliated with 
their organizations. 
 
Here it is worthwhile to consider the indi-
vidual questions and responses the Friedman 
Foundation includes in that section of the 
report, focusing in particular on the first 
question — achievement — which drives 
much of the interest in school choice. 
 
1) Does school choice help students do 
better in school? 
 
According to the Friedman Foundation: 
“Absolutely!” (p. 54). The report suggests 
that students who make a choice, through 
the use of a voucher, perform at a higher 
level than they otherwise would. The impli-
cation here is that the mere existence of a 
choice option causes a child to perform at a 
higher level in school. Yet this is not em-

pirically supportable; a voucher in itself 
teaches nothing. Voucher advocates like 
those at the Friedman Foundation often con-
flate the option to choose a school with an 
educational “treatment,” assuming that a 
choice itself or the governance model has an 
impact on learning, ignoring the fact that the 
learning they are interested in documenting 
takes place in the classroom.3 What they are 
actually suggesting is that transferring to a 
more effective school will enhance learning 
for a given child. And that assumes that one 
type of school — those outside the public 
sector, in the Friedman Foundation’s view 
— are necessarily better than the other (the 
public school). The problem with this rea-
soning is that it finds little useful support in 
the research literature, despite what the 
Friedman Foundation would have us be-
lieve.4 The Friedman Foundation nonethe-
less makes this assertion repeatedly and 
without evidence: “private schools do a bet-
ter job” (p. 56); “one of the most important 
reasons private schools do a better job than 
public schools is that they’re free from these 
restrictions” (p. 58); “[private schools] offer 
a superior education and other attractions 
that parents want for their children but can’t 
get at public schools” (p. 66). Instead of 
repeating such general (and inaccurate) 
claims about different types of schools, the 
Freidman Foundation should provide em-
pirical evidence. But the report fails to do 
this. 
 
When the Friedman report moves away from 
broad and baseless generalizations about 
public and private schools to a discussion 
about voucher programs, it cites “[s]even 
studies using random assignment, the gold 
standard for social science, [which] have 
found statistically significant gains in aca-
demic achievement from vouchers, and no 
such study has ever found negative effects” 
(p. 52). This is the heart of the Friedman 
Foundation’s argument regarding the bene-
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fits of choice; indeed, it is the core argument 
of the whole report. 
 
But there are at least two major problems 
with the body of evidence presented in sup-
port of this ardent claim. First, the Friedman 
Foundation either ignores or is unaware of 
the substantial methodological problems and 
limitations with most of the studies cited. 
These are problems which have been high-
lighted and discussed extensively by more 
careful observers, and which may account 
for the fact that only two of the achievement 
studies cite in the Friedman Foundation re-
port have been published in peer-reviewed 
journals (and these two are more balanced in 
their findings than is represented in the re-
port). A related problem with the presenta-
tion in the Friedman report is it misleadingly 
characterizes the overall import of the re-
search, including the research from voucher 
advocates; even in the best light, that re-
search suggests only minimal achievement 
benefits from vouchers. Secondly, the 
Friedman Foundation, selective in its use of 
research, neglects to cite high-quality stud-
ies, several of which have been published in 
peer-reviewed journals, which seriously 
undermine the contention that choice neces-
sarily raises academic achievement. 
 
On the first issue, it is worthwhile to con-
sider at some length the methodological 
issues or problems evident in some of the 
studies mentioned, and the misrepresenta-
tion of two of these studies by the Friedman 
Foundation report.5 The Friedman Founda-
tion report points to seven studies that pur-
portedly prove that vouchers somehow 
cause students to “do better in school” (p. 
52). Although citation information in the 
report is scant, it typically — indeed, over-
whelmingly — points to studies from the 
Manhattan Institute and from a group of 
researchers at Harvard University. More-
over, this same group of studies is referred 

to repeatedly in the pro-voucher advocacy 
literature,6 so an educated guess allows 
some investigation into the strength of the 
Friedman claims. 
 
It turns out that all but two of the studies 
were conducted by researchers affiliated 
with the admittedly pro-voucher Program on 
Education Policy and Governance (PEPG) at 
Harvard — directed by a policy advocate 
who describes his group as a “band of Jedi 
attackers” fighting for school choice.7 Be-
cause these studies support the central point 
of the Friedman report, the following para-
graphs explore them in some detail. 
 

 The Friedman Foundation report points to 
“a 1998 Harvard study” as proof that “ran-
dom-assignment methods” demonstrate su-
perior academic outcomes for students using 
vouchers to attend private schools (p. 52). In 
fact, the PEPG paper referred to in the 
Friedman Foundation report was not peer-
reviewed,8 and it drew criticism for adopting 
a random assignment model and neglecting 
issues of sample size, attrition, and report-
ing.9 While random assignment models can 
be useful in measuring the effects of a 
treatment when compared to a similar popu-
lation denied that treatment, if the popula-
tions are unstable — that is, if one or both of 
the groups is reduced during the treatment in 
ways that may corrupt the comparability of 
the two groups — then conclusions drawn 
from the comparison regarding the treatment 
are tenuous, at best. This is exactly the case 
with the PEPG study cited in the Friedman 
Foundation report, where the treatment 
(voucher) group lost almost one-half of its 
students within the first year, thereby fatally 
compromising the integrity of the randomi-
zation. Nevertheless, the PEPG study made 
strong (but unsustainable) conclusions based 
on only 80 some students — meaning that 
some grade levels had just a few “treatment” 
students — despite the fact that the experi-
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mental group, suffering heavy attrition of 
students returning to the public schools, was 
no longer comparable to the control group in 
the “random assignment” model. 
 

 The Friedman Foundation report mentions 
a “1998 study by Cecilia Rouse of Prince-
ton” in noting “that voucher students im-
proved more than the control group by eight 
points in math over four years” (p. 52). In-
deed, the Rouse study found some gains for 
students using vouchers,10 but Rouse herself 
suggested that these gains may be attribut-
able not to private schools being inherently 
more effective than public schools, but to 
the fact that private schools tended to have 
smaller classes.11 In fact, Rouse also noted 
(although the Friedman Foundation fails to 
mention this) that gains for students using 
vouchers for private schools were similar to 
— or outpaced by — gains for public school 
students in classes similar in size to those in 
private schools. The Friedman Foundation 
also fails to note that Rouse then endorsed 
class size as a more effective alternative 
than choice.12

 
 The third study apparently referred to by 

the Friedman report was conducted by Jay 
Greene, a research affiliate at PEPG. His 
investigation of graduation rates in Milwau-
kee was commissioned and published by a 
voucher advocacy group — not a peer-
reviewed journal.13 The report compares 
apples and oranges: students choosing to 
attend private schools using vouchers were 
compared to non-choosers. Since the private 
school voucher students had, by definition, 
demonstrated a commitment to their educa-
tion through the act of choosing, researchers 
would expect them to follow through on 
their investment and be more likely to 
graduate, as is the case. Similar findings 
were evident when Greene examined selec-
tive public schools. But the Greene study 
conflated two research questions, confusing 

one with the other. His study provided evi-
dence for the obvious point that students 
from families actively engaged in their chil-
dren’s education are more likely to graduate, 
as any informed observer would expect. Yet 
it claims to provide evidence concerning the 
value of vouchers or private schools. A 
reader of his study would have no way of 
disentangling the two causal mechanisms or 
of deciding whether the latter added any-
thing to the former. Moreover, Greene failed 
to consider differences in graduation re-
quirements in different schools, as well as 
demographic differences in the enrollment at 
different schools. 
 

 The Friedman Foundation report also re-
fers to Greene and Forster’s 2003 study, 
cited to demonstrate that participants in a 
Florida voucher program were more satis-
fied when they used a voucher.14 This find-
ing would be predicted by other social sci-
ence research suggesting that the simple 
power to choose may increase satisfaction 
regardless of — or even in spite of — actual 
outcomes.15 Again, the study in question did 
not appear in a peer-reviewed journal. No 
mention is made of the significant methodo-
logical problems of using survey research 
and self-reported measures of satisfaction as 
a metric of program effectiveness or suc-
cess. Finally, the study says nothing regard-
ing academic achievement, which is the ba-
sic Friedman claim. 
 

 The Friedman Foundation report refers to 
a “2002 Harvard study” of a privately 
funded voucher program in New York City 
(p. 53).16 This study was conducted by the 
same core group of PEPG researchers men-
tioned earlier.17 Although the PEPG director 
of the study publicly reported significant 
academic gains for students using vouchers, 
other researchers (including independent 
researchers at Mathematica who worked 
with PEPG on the study) offered much more 
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cautionary conclusions. A re-analysis of the 
data by Princeton economists concluded that 
the gains were non-robust, were evident 
only when reported as averages, were re-
stricted to only one group in one grade (sug-
gestive of a statistical fluke), and are de-
pendent on highly questionable classifica-
tions and treatment of data, such as the 
omission of about 40% of the data.18

 
 Another study of the privately funded 

New York voucher program is noted in the 
Friedman Foundation report as proof that 
“after only one year in the program voucher 
students improved 4.7 percentile points 
more than the control group in math” (p. 
53). This study does have some merit. It was 
peer-reviewed, and it found a statistically 
significant benefit. But it also has important 
and acknowledged limitations, which the 
Friedman report fails to bring to the atten-
tion of its readers. Interestingly, the study in 
question was an attempt to address some of 
the serious methodological issues that 
plagued the PEPG attempts to study this 
program, including the substantial problem 
of missing data, and the fact that (as with 
Milwaukee) many students did not remain in 
their randomly assigned group.19 The study 
was funded by a number of pro-voucher 
organizations (including the Friedman 
Foundation — a fact that the Friedman 
Foundation fails to disclose in this report but 
which is clearly set forth on the first page of 
the underlying article). It found relative 
gains for some groups in mathematics, but, 
as the authors of the study noted: “Results 
from our model in the school choice study 
do not indicate strong treatment effects for 
most of the subgroups examined,” finding 
“no advantages in reading, but some 
mathematics gains for some students from 
certain schools.”20

 
 The final study mentioned in the Fried-

man Foundation report was also conducted 

by Jay Greene, and was published in the 
Hoover Institution’s Education Next, a 
“journal of opinion and research” edited by 
the director of PEPG.21 The study looked at 
a privately funded voucher program in Char-
lotte, North Carolina. But the data and 
analyses are so flawed that the study is vir-
tually meaningless. In particular, the com-
parison groups are in no way comparable – 
issues of selection bias are overwhelming. 
Well over half of the students awarded a 
voucher did not use it. Only 40% of the stu-
dents applying to the program — the pool 
from which the random assignments groups 
are constructed — participated in the study, 
and participation rates varied widely be-
tween groups. Greene attempted to dismiss 
these issues by comparing the groups on a 
single variable,22 and then noted that “test 
score data were adjusted statistically”23 — 
but the report never describes how the statis-
tical adjustments were done. (Transparency 
of methods and replicability are gold stan-
dards of social science research — much 
more so than random assignment.) The au-
thor merely tries to convince readers that 
students were “quite similar on observed as 
well as (in all likelihood) unobserved char-
acteristics”24 — a difficult claim to sustain 
since something (neither Greene nor the 
reader knows what) caused more than half 
of the voucher awardees to fail to enroll in a 
private school, and caused 60% of the par-
ticipants to fail to participate on the tests for 
the study. Again, Greene tries to assure his 
readers that the groups are comparable, 
since “All families were motivated enough 
to complete an application for a scholar-
ship.” But there is a big difference between 
filling out a form and committing to getting 
one’s child to a school across town everyday 
— a commitment contingent on parental 
resources of time and transportation that are 
not evenly distributed across groups. This 
leads one to suspect that unobservable dif-
ferences between groups existed and became 
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apparent as the study progressed, despite 
attempts to sweep them under the rug. Fur-
thermore, the author points to interviews to 
claim that students were rarely refused ad-
mission to, or expelled from, private schools 
— a practice that would further bias the 
sample. However, it would seem that fami-
lies with children who were rejected or ex-
pelled would likely be in the 60% of the 
people who refused to participate in the 
study; so claims based on the survey of the 
remaining 40% are next to meaningless. 
Finally, the author credits any advantage for 
the choice students to the private schools 
they attended, and failed to control for peer 
effects, which may better account for differ-
ences in test scores apart from the type of 
school attended (see below). 
 
In connection with many of the above stud-
ies, it is worth noting that random assign-
ment methods are more problematic than the 
Friedman authors would have their readers 
believe. While many advocates have 
claimed that random assignment is the “gold 
standard” in social science research, the ap-
proach runs into serious methodological 
problems when applied to schooling — 
problems that voucher advocates are eager 
to ignore. The advantage of random assign-
ment is that unobservable differences be-
tween students attending public and private 
schools are diminished through the ran-
domization process, which would make the 
comparison groups essentially similar in all 
respects, except for the treatment they re-
ceived (the type of school attended). And yet 
these studies are plagued by the fact the 
many (often the majority) of the students 
awarded a voucher never use it, or soon re-
turn to public schools — seriously corrupt-
ing the integrity of comparisons across 
groups. Another well-known issue in such 
studies is the tendency for participants ran-
domly selected for a study to try harder, 
while those randomly put into the control 

group may be disappointed, which might 
influence their motivation.  
 
In addition, the random assignment model 
lauded by the Friedman Foundation report 
ascribes differences in student achievement 
to some (always unexplained) difference in 
the programs at public and private schools. 
And yet those specific differences are almost 
never examined; instead, readers are left to 
assume that private schools are somehow 
superior in their effectiveness. In fact, one of 
the most obvious differences between public 
and private schools is that private schools 
educate a higher proportion of students from 
more affluent families — students with 
characteristics (motivation, esteem for edu-
cation, etc.) that are associated with higher 
academic performance no matter what kind 
of schools they attend. Since the voucher 
programs mentioned in the Friedman Foun-
dation report move students from urban pub-
lic schools into private schools, the students 
are exposed to a wealthier peer group, which 
is likely to have a beneficial impact on 
voucher students, regardless of whether or 
not it is a private school. That is, these ran-
dom assignment studies credit school effec-
tiveness, while not controlling for the well-
known peer effect. Students would enjoy the 
benefits of an enhanced peer effect when-
ever they transfer to a more affluent school, 
regardless of whether it is public or private.
 
On the second point, while the Friedman 
Foundation cites seven random assignment 
studies, very few are peer-reviewed in re-
spected academic journals, and the two that 
are (neither conducted by PEPG authors) are 
misrepresented in the Friedman Foundation 
report. While the report cherry-picks favor-
able findings from these studies, it ignores 
myriad instances where the studies cited — 
including those done by voucher advocates 
— failed to find evidence of a voucher ef-
fect. And in the few where researchers are 
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able to find an effect, it tends to be quite 
modest, at best. Moreover, the Friedman 
Foundation report ignores a number of high-
quality studies, some in peer-reviewed jour-
nals, which call into question the assumption 
that private or independent school test scores 
are a result of superior academic effective-
ness.25 Much of the research not cited by the 
Friedman Foundation shows minimal or no 
sector effects (differences between achieve-
ment caused by the school being public or 
private), and in fact shows differences in 
student achievement to be much greater 
within, rather than between, sectors due to 
the wide range of socioeconomic concentra-
tions in American schools. In fact, while the 
Friedman Foundation report claims that aca-
demic achievement in voucher plans does 
not suffer (a flaccid justification for vouch-
ers, to be sure), several of these studies — 
including three of the largest studies con-
ducted on this issue26 — show most types of 
private schools and schools based on choice 
are underperforming relative to public 
schools. 
 
Although fair review of the research litera-
ture tosses cold water on the Friedman re-
port’s achievement claims, this is not to say 
that choice is bad. Any honest review only 
demonstrates that the glowing summary of 
research provided in that report is highly 
biased and does not reflect the more nu-
anced and complex picture presented by a 
balanced look at the evidence on achieve-
ment. 
 
2) Does school choice make public schools 
better? 
 
Extolling competition, the Friedman Foun-
dation report rests on the assumption that the 
threat from competition will force teachers 
to be more effective. The report claims that 
“Not one empirical study has ever found that 
outcomes at U.S. public schools got worse 

when exposed to school choice, and numer-
ous studies have found that they improve” 
(p. 54). This is not true. For instance, in the 
most recent, rigorous study on this issue in 
the U.S., Yongmei Ni employed a number of 
approaches to the issue of the impact of 
competition from charter schools on public 
schools in Michigan.27 The results indicate a 
negative impact on public schools, which 
worsen as competition increases. Moreover, 
while the Friedman Foundation wants read-
ers to look only at the U.S., research from 
other countries (including research con-
ducted by U.S. researchers at Duke and 
Stanford) have found clear negative effects 
of choice. Other nations such as Chile, New 
Zealand, and the UK have gone further than 
the U.S. toward the Friedman prescription 
for universal choice, but research (much of it 
peer-reviewed), shows substantial social 
segregation resulting from choice, with 
poorer students left behind in schools that 
then accelerate their decline.28

 
To be fair, a few studies have found small 
positive impacts associated with some types 
of choice,29 but most peer-reviewed studies 
have found no measurable impacts on public 
school productivity.30 Again, the Friedman 
Foundation has pointed readers to only to a 
few studies, typically by pro-voucher advo-
cates, which have failed to be published in 
mainstream, peer-reviewed journals. And 
again, this work has been seriously ques-
tioned on methodological grounds.31

 
3) Doesn’t school choice drain resources 
from public schools? 
 
The Friedman Foundation answers: “Abso-
lutely not!” (p. 55). Aside from being false, 
this answer is also a bit disingenuous. After 
all, under the logic of the agenda advanced 
by the Friedman Foundation, unless schools 
were penalized for ineffectiveness through 
lost students and resources, there would be 

http://epsl.asu.edu/epru/ttreviews/EPSL-0709-241-EPRU.pdf                                      Page 9 of 20 



no incentive for them to improve. Neverthe-
less, the Friedman report offers calculations 
that attempt to show that spending in public 
schools has risen in recent years, suggesting 
that resources have not been drained from 
public schools.32 Depending on one’s per-
spective, these calculations are either mean-
ingless or misleading. 
 
Any attempt to examine the effect of a given 
event on school spending is necessarily lim-
ited. Resources can be drained by the event 
(in this case, increased choice) even if 
spending rises due to other factors. More-
over, spending can increase but not rise pro-
portionate to costs (if, for example, a district 
sees costs increase because it is asked to 
educate more special needs or students with 
limited English proficiency). But the ques-
tion is largely one of budgeting: how does a 
state or federal legislature pay for the cost of 
vouchers for students to attend private 
schools? When the money comes from reve-
nues that are designated for public schools, 
there is then a relative decline in the money 
spent on public school students. This is the 
case in Milwaukee and Cleveland, for in-
stance, where the funds for vouchers have 
been appropriated from the state funds that 
were designated for those cities’ public 
schools (as well as, in Wisconsin, for other 
districts in the state).33 Increases in funding 
for districts with vouchers are then depend-
ent primarily on increases in local tax rates. 
 
Alternatively, a voucher system could be set 
up to hold public schools harmless, even if 
they lose students. But such a policy would, 
as noted above, undermine a key tenet of 
competition. If public schools don’t suffer 
the effect of losing in the competition, ac-
cording to the logic of market enthusiasts, 
then they will have no reason to try harder 
and to improve. 
 
 

 
4) Are private schools that participate in 
school choice programs held accountable?  
 
While the Friedman Foundation believes 
that they are, it depends largely on what 
model of accountability is being used. 
Voucher programs make schools account-
able to the parents that choose them (know-
ing they could choose a different option), 
rather than to taxpayers and voters. The re-
port seems to recognize market forces as the 
only true form of accountability. Whether 
that is a good or a bad thing is largely a 
normative question, but whether or not the 
shift in accountability models works to im-
prove schools overall is an empirical one. In 
that respect, the Friedman Foundation makes 
some claims that are simply false. 
 
The report claims that “parents have no way 
to hold [a public school] accountable” (p. 
57). This hyperbole ignores the fact that 
public schools are among the most open 
public institutions: often begging parents to 
get involved, to talk with teachers and ad-
ministrators, and allowing voters to elect (or 
recall) local school board members. The 
claim that most private schools undergo 
audits and submit to tests because “parents 
expect and demand it” obscures the fact that 
voucher advocates in Milwaukee fought for 
years to avoid subjecting their schools to 
standardized testing measures (which may 
have shown the schools in a poor light) (pp. 
57, 59). The Friedman Foundation report 
itself include the argument that “one of the 
most important reasons private schools do a 
better job than public schools is that they’re 
free from these restrictions” (p. 58). 
 
The report then notes: “They can be creative 
in the classroom and more open to trying 
different approaches…. Private schools are 
good largely because they are free to inno-
vate” (p. 58). No research is cited to support 
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this contention. If the report were to have 
looked to research, it might have found the 
studies — including that conducted by the 
pro-voucher Fordham Foundation — show-
ing independent schools to be the least inno-
vative.34 In fact, choice proponents such as 
Diane Ravitch have claimed that public 
schools are too innovative.35 Overall, the 
picture is much more mixed, with levels of 
innovation having little to do with school 
sector. 
 
5) Will school choice turn a private school 
into an over-regulated public school?  
 
Although the Friedman Foundation tries to 
calm concerns regarding creeping regula-
tion, those concerns may well be valid. As 
tax-funded support for non-public schools 
increases in an age of increasing government 
intervention in schooling, it is possible that 
bureaucratic regulations will be applied to 
private schools accepting public funds. In-
deed, it very well might be that private 
schools will accept regulation in return for 
public funds, as has happened in earlier ex-
pansions of the public school system in the 
19th century.36

  
6 & 7) Does the public really want school 
choice? Does a wide spectrum of Ameri-
cans want school choice?  
 
On these two questions, the Friedman Foun-
dation report points to polls, correctly noting 
the sensitivity of the results to the specific 
wording of the questions. Typically, support 
for school choice declines when respondents 
are asked if “taxpayers,” rather than the 
“government,” should subsidize the cost of 
private schools. But the Friedman Founda-
tion report fails to distinguish between par-
ents and taxpayers in reporting on these 
studies, the latter group being much less 
supportive of school choice.37 The Friedman 
Foundation report also ignores multiple 

polls that show American parents to be rela-
tively satisfied with their local public 
schools.  
 
8) Is school choice constitutional?  
 
The Friedman Foundation report notes that 
the U.S. Supreme Court addressed this ques-
tion “resoundingly” (by a 5-4 vote) in 2002 
(p. 64). However, the report fails to note that 
vouchers have recently been struck down as 
unconstitutional under state constitutions in 
Colorado and Florida. Moreover, most state 
constitutions include strongly worded provi-
sions preventing the expenditure of public 
money on private, religious education.38

 
9) Does school choice help special-
education students?  
 
While the Friedman Foundation believes so, 
it points only to one state (Florida) with 
vouchers — a program specifically targeted 
to children with special needs. (Utah also 
recently launched such a voucher program.) 
Again, the Friedman Foundation report re-
fers only to research conducted by a voucher 
advocate — this time, a single, non-
reviewed study. The survey data in the study 
did not focus on academic achievement and 
so were unable to show whether or not 
vouchers “help special-education students” 
in terms of academic gains. The study fo-
cuses instead on self-reported survey data 
regarding levels of satisfaction, an inher-
ently unreliable approach (p. 65). 
 
Perhaps more important to answering this 
question is the fact that “school choice,” 
generally speaking, looks very different 
from the unique vouchers in Florida. Since 
these Florida vouchers are adjusted to the 
costs of educating the individual child (as 
one could argue they should be), they range 
to upwards of $20,000 — making the pros-
pect of enrolling special needs students 
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much more attractive for schools than is the 
case with most other voucher programs. In 
fact, special-education students are drasti-
cally under-represented in private schools in 
the U.S., at least in part because private 
schools can exclude such students who cost 
more to educate, while public schools must 
provide the necessary resources to educate 
them.39 Except in specialized cases, it is 
doubtful that we will see a wholesale 
movement of special education students into 
private schools unless voucher amounts are 
expanded dramatically. (Alternatively, pri-
vate school operators might create special-
ized schools that essentially segregate spe-
cial-needs students in order to access 
economies of scale). 
 
10) Does school choice really lead to more 
integrated schools?  
 
Again, on this final question, the Friedman 
Foundation report refers to a handful of 
studies by voucher advocates — none of 
which are peer-reviewed — to support an 
overly optimistic view of the research on 
school choice. This is particularly troubling 
given that multiple studies, many peer-
reviewed, do not support the report’s un-
equivocal claim (p. 66). Instead, these stud-
ies suggest that choice may have increased 
segregation, both in other nations that have 
gone further down the route Freidman pro-
posed, and in the U.S.40  
 
The Friedman Foundation rightly states that 
public schools are heavily segregated, and it 
also correctly notes that this is “primarily 
because of residential segregation” (p. 66). 
Indeed, while public schools generally must 
accept all students in their neighborhood, 
housing markets are segregated — not just 
by race, but also by socioeconomic status. 
Therefore, public school enrollments reflect 
private market choices. 
 

Of course, creating education markets 
through vouchers for private schools further 
animates such choices. And private schools 
can exclude students. Interestingly, Milton 
Friedman himself had to deal with this issue 
when he published his original essay outlin-
ing his call for school vouchers in the wake 
of the Brown v. Board decision.41 Acknowl-
edging that choice would be used to avoid 
integration — which is exactly what hap-
pened as segregationists established White 
Flight Academies — Friedman asserted that 
this was preferable to state-sponsored inte-
gration plans. 
 
V.  REVIEW OF THE REPORT’S 

METHODS 
 

Since this is a review of selected research in 
support of a policy agenda, there is no origi-
nal research, nor is there a methodology. 
 
VI. REVIEW OF THE VALIDITY OF THE 

FINDINGS AND CONCLUSIONS 
 
As noted above, the conclusions stated for 
each question in the Frequently Asked Ques-
tions section are supported by the research 
mentioned in the report, but the sample of 
research chosen is highly biased, and much 
of the research cited is of poor quality. 
 
VII.  USEFULNESS OF THE REPORT 

FOR GUIDANCE OF POLICY 
AND PRACTICE 

 
This handbook — or at least its FAQ section 
— is explicitly designed for consumption by 
readers with little or no knowledge of school 
choice issues, much less of research on 
school choice. Although the Friedman 
Foundation hopes that readers will use the 
report to convince others of the benefits of 
school choice, one would sincerely hope that 
policymakers and practitioners have a more 
sophisticated understanding of these issues 
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so that they do not take such unsupported 
claims at face value. A report on a conten-
tious issue would typically include refer-
ences to the studies cited, warnings about 
the ways data should be interpreted, a dis-
cussion of limitations on data and methods, 
and at least some acknowledgement of alter-
native perspectives and interpretations of the 
issue (even if only to challenge those inter-
pretations). None of that is found here. A 
policy advocacy publication like this should 
always be read cautiously; the buyer should 
beware and should read the fine print. The 
problem here is that there is no fine print — 
there is only a glossy, highly attractive mis-
representation of the research literature.  
 
Although the report makes much of random 
assignment models as a “gold standard” in 

the social sciences, it ignores other basic 
social science conventions designed to en-
sure the quality and rigor in research: peer 
review, citation of sources, transparency of 
methods, and replicability. 
 
While readers are invited by the Friedman 
Foundation to look to this report for answers 
to “all your questions about school choice” 
(p. 5), those readers would be well advised 
to first ask themselves three other questions: 
(1) Is this an organization with a pronounced 
advocacy position on the issue?, and (2) Is 
the research cited here overwhelmingly from 
similar advocacy groups, and (3) does it rise 
to a level of quality one would find in a 
peer-reviewed journal? 
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