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June 7, 2005

A Chance to Escape

By JOHN TIERNEY 

Miami

Students like Adrian Bushell have always posed an awkward political problem for opponents of school tuition vouchers. Like most students receiving vouchers in Florida, he is black and lives in a poor neighborhood with bad public schools. How can you claim the moral high ground when you're denying him a chance to escape to a better private school?

The traditional answer has been that his classmates would be left behind in a public school made worse by the loss of resources and students. But this argument is looking more dubious than ever, and you won't be hearing much of it when lawyers ask the Florida Supreme Court today to end Florida's voucher program. 

This case is high noon for both sides of the school-choice issue, because Florida is the only state that offers a voucher to any student in a failing school. Its Opportunity Scholarship program has given researchers a chance to study what happens to schools faced with the threat of vouchers, like Edison, the public high school that Adrian was supposed to attend in the Little Haiti neighborhood of Miami.

Adrian lives with his grandmother Ramona Nickson, who wanted no part of Edison after he finished public middle school last year. For years Edison had been getting F's from the state (which uses an A-to-F rating system). As a result, Adrian was entitled to transfer to another public school or get a $4,400 voucher good at any private school willing to accept it as full tuition - which typically means a Catholic or other religious school. Adrian, an Episcopalian, used it at the Monsignor Edward Pace Catholic High School. 

"It's a whole different environment from the public schools," Adrian said. "I was barely making a 2.0 in public school, but now it's 3.0. It's been great." His grandmother was just as pleased.

"There's been a complete turnaround in his grades, his focus, his discipline," she said. "This new school is the best thing that could have happened to him. Before Pace, he never thought he wanted to go to college. Now his mind is on college." 

But has his success come at the expense of the public school he left behind? Well, the public system did lose $4,400, but that's actually $1,000 less than the cost of educating the average student and there was one pupil fewer to teach. 

As enrollment has dropped at Edison, the student-to-teacher ratio has improved to about 22 from about 30. In the past two years, a new principal has revamped the administration and replaced half the teachers in the school. Under the new leadership, the average test score at the school last year rose dramatically - one of the largest increases of any high school in Florida. 

Edison's improvement is not an isolated example, as three separate studies have found in Florida. Test scores have gone up more rapidly at schools facing the threat of vouchers than at other schools. The latest study, by Martin West and Paul Peterson of Harvard, shows that Florida's program is much more effective than the federal No Child Left Behind program.

The federal program merely guarantees students at bad schools a chance to transfer to other public schools. That prospect doesn't spur improvement in test scores, the study found, probably because it's not much of a threat to public school officials. After all, students often can't find a good public school nearby, and even if they transfer, they still remain in the public system.

Vouchers threaten to shrink the system - and the membership rolls of teachers' unions, which have been fighting the Florida program. In the case being heard today at the Florida Supreme Court, they're arguing that the program violates Florida's version of the Blaine amendment, a prohibition on aid to religious schools that was added to many state constitutions in the 19th century thanks to campaigns by nativist politicians against the "Catholic menace." 

It is an amendment with a "shameful pedigree," as the U.S. Supreme Court has noted. Florida adopted it at an 1885 constitutional convention that also banned interracial marriage and required segregated schools. Whether its wording applies to the Florida voucher program is arguable. But when lawyers are using a law with this tawdry history to go after Adrian's voucher, they're nowhere near the high ground. 

•

Further reading:

Florida Supreme Court briefs and other documents for Jeb Bush v. Ruth Holmes.

http://www.floridasupremecourt.org/pub_info/summaries/briefs/04/04-2323/index.html
Florida School Choice Backgrounder, Institute for Justice.

http://www.ij.org/schoolchoice/florida/index.html
“The Efficacy of Choice Threats Within School Accountability Systems: Results from Legislatively Induced Experiments” by Martin R. West, Harvard University and Paul E. Peterson, Harvard University. March 2005.

http://www.ksg.harvard.edu/pepg/PDF/Papers/West_Peterson_ChoiceThreats.pdf 

“When Schools Compete: The Effects of Vouchers on Florida Public School Achievement” by Jay P. Greene, Manhattan Institute for Policy Research and Marcus A. Winters, Manhattan Institute for Policy Research. August 2003.

http://www.manhattan-institute.org/html/ewp_02.htm 

"Impact of Voucher Design on Public School Performance: Evidence from Florida and Milwaukee Voucher Programs," by Rajashri Chakrabarti. Education Next, Summer 2004.

http://repec.org/esNASM04/up.2034.1075271881.pdf 
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