
their budgets for employee healthcare benefits and pensions, se-
cured by expensive collective-bargaining agreements—a problem 
charters have escaped thus far.

• Charter-school parents can be mobilized in numbers when po-
litical confrontations occur.

• Student performance at charter schools is showing signs of im-
provement over time (mainly because of the closing of weak char-
ter schools).

These are straws in the wind, but it is still too soon to predict con-
fidently the degree to which choice will be introduced into American 
education during the next decade. Teachers’ unions are mobilizing 
to block charter expansion in state legislatures and through col-
lective bargaining with local districts. Nor is there much support 
for charters in suburbia, small towns, or rural America. If charters 
achieve a breakthrough, it will be in the country’s largest cities. 
Spreading out from that base will be a slow, arduous process—and 
then only if charters demonstrate that they can deliver a superior 
educational experience. 

If the future of charter schools remains uncertain, the same can-
not be said for top-down regulation. Unless teachers surprise us all 
by embracing a new curriculum generated by Common Core State 
Standards, and that curriculum motivates students to higher levels 
of performance, reforming the system from within is unlikely to suc-
ceed. If school reform is to move forward, it will occur via new forms 
of competition—whether vouchers, charters, home schooling, digital 
learning, or the transformation of district schools into decentralized, 
autonomous units. And if student testing has an impact on reform, 
it will be due to the better information parents receive about the 
amount of learning taking place at each school. The Bush-Obama 
era of reform via federal regulation has come to an end. 

Paul E. Peterson, Education Next’s senior editor, is Shattuck professor of gov-
ernment and director of the Program on Education Policy and Governance at 
the Harvard Kennedy School. This essay draws upon his article, “The End of the 
Bush-Obama Approach to Regulatory Reform,” published in the fall 2016 issue 
of Education Next. 

What the Public—and 
Teachers—Think About 
School Choice
Annually  since 2007, Education Next, a journal of opin-
ion and research about education policy, has asked a 
representative sample of U.S. adults for their opinions 
on a range of education policies. The design provides 
for a sampling of teachers and African American, His-
panic, and white adults large enough to allow for reason-
ably precise estimates of the opinions of these groups. 
Presented in the accompanying figure are the levels of 
support observed in June 2015 for three types of school 
choice: charter schools; vouchers for low-income stu-
dents; and vouchers for all students.

As can be seen, a majority of teachers are opposed to 
all three of these forms of school choice. By contrast, 
African-American, Hispanic, and white members of the 
public as a whole all favor charters by a roughly two-
to-one margin. However, blacks and Hispanics are con-
siderably more likely to favor school vouchers than are 
whites. If vouchers are targeted to low-income families, 
66 percent of African Americans and 58 percent of His-
panic adults favor them, but only 33 percent of whites 
do. If vouchers are made available to all students, white 
support increases to 41 percent with 43 percent opposed 
(the remainder taking a neutral position), but it still trails 
black and Hispanic support by a considerable margin.

(For a full discussion of the Education Next survey, see 
Michael B. Henderson, Paul E. Peterson, and Martin R. 
West, “The 2015 EdNext Poll on School Reform,” Educa-
tion Next [Winter, 2016], pages 9-20. Available online at 
educationnext.org. Paul A. Peterson served as the jour-
nal’s editor-in-chief until July 1, 2016, when Martin R. 
West, an associate professor at the Harvard Graduate 
School of Education, succeeded to that post.)
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