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Summary

The Heritage Foundation recently published From Surviving to Thriving: K-12 Choice and
Opportunity for Rural Texas Students and Teachers, a report that claims increased compe-
tition has improved academic achievement in Arizona’s rural public schools and that similar
policies will be good for rural Texas. However, this report overstates the similarities be-
tween Arizona and Texas, ignores relevant research literature, and presents simplistic and
inaccurate analyses to support its claims. By addressing a narrow set of possible benefits of
school choice, it also overlooks issues related to fiscal impacts for district schools, segrega-
tion, and exclusionary practices for students who require specialized services in schools. The
report is an exercise in advocacy for expanding school choice policies, and its usefulness as
a guide for policy and practice is minimal.
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I. Introduction

Arizona has a long-standing market-based school choice system that includes charter
schools, inter- and intra-district school choice, private and public tax credit donation pro-
grams, education savings accounts, and homeschooling. Because of its wide array of school
choice policies, Arizona is often considered a model for school choice proponents interested
in expanding school choice policies in other states.

Such is the case in the report published by the Heritage Foundation, From Surviving to
Thriving: K-12 Choice and Opportunity for Rural Texas Students and Teachers, authored
by Matthew Ladner and Jason Bedrick. The report argues that students in Texas rural areas
could thrive if school choice options were expanded to include those available to students in
rural Arizona. The report also claims that expanding choice in rural Texas will not harm, but
rather help, traditional public schools.

II. Findings and Conclusion of the Report

The report claims that increased competition has improved academic achievement in Arizo-
na’s rural public schools. It encourages rural Texans and lawmakers to expand school choice
and pushes the state’s educators to create new schools in rural areas both inside and outside
of the traditional education system. By adopting policies like those in Arizona, the report
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asserts that Texas rural schools will thrive.

The report makes three main arguments in favor of this conclusion. First, Arizona and Texas
are border states that have large and growing cities and vast rural areas, but, it claims, the
outcomes of Arizona’s K-12 education system are superior to those of Texas. Second, Texas’
education system has declined in many rural areas, even though the state economy is strong.
Third, Texas lawmakers can look at how Arizona’s school choice policies affected students
and schools in rural areas to forecast the effects of school choice policies in Texas. The re-
port argues that like Arizona’s rural students, rural students in Texas will benefit from the
expansion of school choice policies.

II1. The Report’s Rational for Its Findings and Conclusions

To support its claims, the report compares the distribution of charter schools in Arizona with
Texas and the academic achievement of rural students attending traditional public schools
in the two states. The report also provides information about private school enrollment in
rural areas in Arizona to make the case that there is demand for school choice in rural Ari-
zona. The report concludes with anecdotal evidence about the benefits of microschools! for
teachers and students in Arizona.

IV. The Report’s Use of Research Literature

The report has no designated literature review section and none of the 24 sources cited
throughout the report are from academic peer-reviewed journals.? Instead, the report cites a
variety of reports from think tanks that support the expansion of school choice, news media
stories, and opinion pieces. The report focuses heavily on the amount of choice available
in Arizona, describing the rural education choice marketplace as “robust” and “vigorous.”
Missing from the report is a more balanced picture of the how school choice works in Ari-
zona.?

For education choice marketplaces to flourish, it is vital that students have high-quality
schooling options. The report lacks findings, however, about the quality of education in ru-
ral choice marketplaces. Past research has found that rural students are more likely to enroll
in cyber charter schools than brick-and-mortar charters.# This is problematic because, in
most cases, the cyber charters students transferred to had lower math and reading proficien-
cy rates than the traditional public schools the students had previously attended.5 Research
has also shown that rural charters are slightly less innovative and less likely to use high-ex-
pectation instructional models than other charters nationwide.®

Research can also provide insight into the quality of education provided through education
choice” as measured by academic achievement. Although the report cites a research summa-
ry® describing how choice affects academic achievement in traditional public schools, it does
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not address the findings of studies that investigate the achievement of students in private® or
charter schools.™ If students will be offered a “pluralistic and diverse system of schools,”* it
is important to consider how students at all schools are performing to determine the overall
effects of choice on educational achievement.

Finally, the rural school choice literature raises other important issues that must be con-
sidered when predicting how expanding school choice would affect students living in rural
areas. Policymakers would need to consider transportation and logistical issues,? choice
deserts, and the limited supply of teachers in rural areas before concluding that “rural
Texans have nothing to lose and much to gain from education choice.”*

V. Review of the Report’s Methods

Some of the evidence cited in the report is drawn from previously published reports from
organizations that promote school choice such as EdChoice, the Arizona Charter Schools
Association, and the Private School Review, a consumer-oriented school ratings website.
Other analyses were conducted using online data dashboards from the National Alliance for
Public Charter Schools, the National Assessment for Educational Progress (NAEP), and the
Educational Opportunity Project at Stanford University.

Many of the analyses presented in the report are misleading. In some cases, alternative
methods of reporting the data suggest different conclusions than those presented in the
report. There are also some inconsistencies and inaccuracies in how the report uses and in-
terprets some of these data sources.

Misleading Presentation

The report claims that Arizona’s rural district schools are thriving even while school choice
in rural areas has expanded. However, a closer look at the data suggests this is not the case.

The report claims that Arizona has more charter schools in rural areas than most other
states, including Texas. To support this claim, the report’s Table 2!¢ lists the number of
charter schools in 2019-20 by state and community type (rural, town, suburban, urban).
However, using the figures the report provides, if the figures in Table 27 are converted to
percentages for the 17 states with 100 or more charter schools,!® seven states have a greater
percentage of their charter schools located in rural areas: Oregon, North Carolina, Utah,
Minnesota, Colorado, Michigan, and Wisconsin.

A similar table from the original data source® provides the percentages of traditional pub-
lic schools and charter schools by community type. Arizona does have a large percentage
of charter schools located in rural areas (2.3%) relative to other states. But a substantially
larger proportion of Arizona’s public schools (9.3%) are traditional public schools located
in rural areas. Given that charter schools are generally much smaller than traditional public
schools, traditional public schools continue to serve a majority of Arizona’s rural students
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Similarly, the report provides analyses of NAEP data that compare the achievement differ-
ences in math, reading, and science for rural schools in Texas and the U.S. pre- and post-
COVID (Charts 1 and 2 in the report)=° to make the case that achievement in Texas’ rural
schools in Texas is declining. In a subsequent section these charts are expanded to include
Arizona (Charts 3 and 4 in the report), to support the claim that Arizona’s rural schools are
succeeding while Texas’s rural schools are not.?* The report’s charts were created by sub-
tracting the composite scale scores for rural students attending public schools in 2007 from
the scores of students attending rural schools in 2019 (pre-COVID) and 2022 (post-COVID),
respectively.

The pattern looks different if we look at the full picture of scores from 2007 through 2022,
instead of just comparing scores at the ends of that timeline. Using the same NAEP Data
Explorer as the report used, we examined eighth-grade math and reading scores over time
for rural students in Arizona, Texas, and across the nation (see our Figures 1 and 2 below).
The Texas students’ scores did indeed decline, but the comparison to their counterparts in
Arizona is problematic. The Arizona scores started out significantly lower, and have never
been significantly higher than the Texas scores. Moreover, since 2017, there are virtually no
differences in scores between AZ, TX, and the US more generally. This is the case for both
eighth-grade math and reading.

Figure 1
NAEP 8" Grade Mathematics Scale Scores, Rural Schools: 2007-22
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Figure 2
NAEP 8" Grade Reading Scale Scores, Rural Schools: 2007-22
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Data Inconsistencies and Inaccuracies

The report’s Table 3 presents enrollment in four rural Arizona counties that suggests consid-
erable expansion of private school enrollment between 2013-14 and 2021-22. However, the
data presented in Table 3 is inflated. That is, Table 3 data was identified by using a differ-
ent definition of rural than the one used in the report’s Table 1 and comes from a different
data source. It is standard practice in rigorous research to use consistent definitions of key
terms and to disclose any irregularities in the data that might bias the results. In Table 1,
the categories for community type are those used by the National Center for Education Sta-
tistics (NCES).22 NCES defines rural areas by their distance from urban or urbanized areas.
In contrast, Table 3 of the report uses the definition of rural used by the Federal Office of
Rural Health Policy (FORHP), which designates seven Arizona counties as rural. The report
compares student enrollment in private schools in the two years for the four counties “for
which data was available.” The reason why there were no data for the other three counties in
the report from which the 2013-14 figures were drawn is because there was only one private
school in these three counties in 2013-14. Moreover, if the definition of rural that was used
in Table 1 to categorize charter schools as rural was also used in Table 3, none of the private
schools in Santa Cruz County, the county identified in Table 3 as having the largest number
of private schools, would be rural schools. Likewise, four of the nine private schools in Na-
vajo County that were operating in 2013-14 would not be classified as rural schools.?3
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Inaccurate reporting falsely suggests exponential growth in Arizona’s private school enroll-
ment in rural areas. The report uses different data sources for the comparison of private
school enrollment in rural Arizona for 2013-2014 and 2021-22, resulting in a 98% increase.
The report drew the private school enrollment figures for 2013-14 from an EdChoice publi-
cation that used NCES’s Private School Survey>+ data for its analyses. The 2021-22 figures
were drawn from the Private School Review, a consumer-oriented school ratings website.
While NCES administers the Private School Survey every two years, the Private School Re-
view’s process of collecting data is less systematic.?s The figures presented in the report for
2021-22 are also substantially higher than those reported for 2023-24 currently available on
the Private School Survey website for the four counties listed in Table 3 (figures by county
from 2021-22 are no longer available). Using the 2023-24 figures currently available from
Private School Review suggests that growth in private school enrollment over the 10-year
period between 2014 and 2024 in those four counties was 30% rather than 98%—a stark
difference.2®

VI. Review of the Validity of the Findings and Conclusions

When examined carefully, it becomes apparent that the data do not support the report’s con-
tention that rural Texas would do well to copy Arizona’s example. The data do not indicate
that Arizona’s rural schools perform better than Texas’s rural schools, nor do they support
claims made throughout the report that rural Arizonans are enrolling in private schools at
extreme rates.

Importantly, the report ignores implications of other factors associated with expanding
school choice for rural district schools that would be valuable for policymakers to consider.
Among these are fiscal implications and the potential for increased racial and socioeconom-
ic segregation.?” Expanding school choice may also have unintended negative consequences
for students who are English Language Learners or who have Individual Education Plans
(IEPs).?® Furthermore, the literature regarding transportation and logistical issues associat-
ed with rural choice, the existence of rural choice deserts, and the limited supply of teachers
in rural areas would shed doubt on some of the report’s claims that “Texas students and
educators will not merely survive with choice, they will thrive with it.”=

VII. Usefulness of the Report for Guidance
of Policy and Practice

This report is bald advocacy for school choice expansion that overstates the similarities
between Arizona and Texas, ignores the research literature, and presents simplistic and
inaccurate analyses to support its claims. In making its case, it also ignores possible prob-
lems associated with the expansion of school choice policies that would be important for
policymakers to consider, such as the fiscal impacts of choice programs on school districts,
increased segregation, and negative consequences for students who require specialized ser-
vices in school. The usefulness of the report to guide policy and practice is minimal.
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