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Exploring  Need         
  Universal   Choice

From King to Friedman options for all have proven to be the only 
options that work. So what are we waiting for—universal choice now!

BY ROBERT C. ENLOW
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demand-side reforms, or reforms based on choice. For ex-
ample, many have argued that main thing we need to do is 
to stop under-funding our nation’s public schools. Our cash-
starved schools need only more money to become better. But 
anyone with any knowledge of K-12 education in the post-war 
era knows this is untrue. Spending per student after infl ation, 
according to Jay Greene and others, has grown eight-fold 
since World War II. 

Many supply-siders have also argued over the years 
that education will improve only if we have smaller classes 
and certifi ed teachers. Smaller classes, they believe, lead to 
big improvements; and certifi ed teachers are more effective. 
However, research into class size is mixed at best: while the 
Tennessee STAR study found small gains–much smaller than 
the media would have us believe–because of methodologi-
cal fl aws in the study there is still a signifi cant debate as to 
whether class size really works at all. There is unanimity, 
however, that it would cost billions to implement. Research 
into teacher certifi cation is clearer: there is no connection 
between certifi cation and student achievement. 

The new reform du jour for the educational supply-sid-
ers is pre-kindergarten and all day kindergarten programs. 
Getting kids into school earlier will mean that they will do 
better later on in elementary, middle and high school. The 
research into this is very mixed at best, and more often than 
not researchers have found that pre-kindergarten or all day 
kindergarten programs have no real positive impact of fu-
ture educational achievement for the children attending these 
programs, much less for all the children in the system. Also, 
it would (like all supply-side reforms) cost billions to imple-
ment. 

In the end, none of these supply side reforms have led to 
long-term, sustainable improvement in educational outcomes. 
It could be argued in some instances that they have led to the 
opposite. Ultimately, the real problem with these reforms is 
that they don’t alter the unequal power arrangements created 
by a system of schooling based on where you live. They don’t 
break the bonds between property values, housing choice and 
school quality. 

The other side of the reform equation is the demand 
side. These reformers, of which I am one, argue that the best 
way to improve education is to empower parents, the consum-
ers of education, with more and better choices.

One such effort has been charter schools. But efforts to 
systemically reform government-run education through char-
ter schools have met with mixed success. There are some 
good examples of charter schools around the country and 
some not-so-good examples. There are problems in securing 
the up-front fi nancing to build new charter schools, as well as 
signifi cant concerns about consistency and quality. Moreover, 
while charter school laws allow some parents some different 
options, they don’t give parents a real choice. That’s because 
in most places the existing system can veto the creation of 
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or the most part, I’m a practical guy. If someone says 
“everything” and another person says “nothing,” I’m 
likely to try and please everyone by saying “half.” If 

someone says “some” and another says “none,” I’m likely to 
say “a little.”

However, this more practical side of me  disappears 
when we are talking about reforming K-12 education and 
school choice. I am bullish about promoting universal school 
choice, and I am bearish about achieving reform or choice 
in small, incremental steps that often concentrate more on 
those who run schools than those who attend schools. 

Colleagues in my offi ce call it my “justice” thing. They 
know that to me William Gladstone’s “Justice delayed is jus-
tice denied,” Martin Luther King’s “Injustice anywhere is a 
threat to justice everywhere” and Milton Friedman’s “A pro-
gram for the poor is a poor program” are essential cogs in my 
intellectual wheel. 

King knew that it wasn’t enough for just one person of 
color to sit at the front of the bus, or even 200 or 2,000 for 

that matter. Every person of 
color–every person for that 
matter–needed to be free to 
sit at the front of the bus. 
Friedman knew that it wasn’t 
enough to offer a voucher to 
just one poor person, or even 
10,000. Every child, regardless 
of race, income or any other 
criteria deserved a quality 
education at a school of his or 
her parents’ choice. 

Both King and Fried-
man knew that it wasn’t 
enough for just one bus com-

pany to change its rules or for one government-run school 
district to give parents freedom of choice. They knew that 
meaningful systemic reform for everyone comes only when 
we fundamentally alter the institutional arrangements that 
separate us as people. 

Right now, systemic reform is virtually impossible in 
K-12 education. Because we have established a system of 
funding education based on residence–and allowed it to con-
tinue unchecked–we have institutionalized the separate and 
unequal arrangements between people of different incomes. 
This has undeniably led to a more fractured society and lower 
educational attainment. 

Everyone knows that we have problems. Everyone 
knows something needs to be done. We have been debating 
what to do for almost 50 years now. Typically, ideas to reform 
the system fall into two categories, which we might call sup-
ply-side reforms and demand-side reforms. 

Supply-side reforms, or reforms based on tinkering with 
educational inputs, have historically been more favored than 
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charters schools (thus ensuring that no real alter-
native can thrive) and because the fl ow of money 
is still controlled by the same institution that got 
us into the mess we are in already. At least charter 
schools can be closed if they don’t do a good job, 
which is a huge step in the right direction com-
pared to the status quo. But it isn’t enough.

Limited voucher programs are another way 
of giving parents greater educational freedom. 
From low-income vouchers to vouchers for spe-
cial needs children to vouchers for foster children, 
limited vouchers have sprung up as a way to give 
some parents a chance to escape the broken pub-
lic school system or allow some parents a greater 
ability to tailor schooling to fi t their child’s special 
needs. 

Now, I understand the desire to promote 
vouchers only for low-income families or for fami-
lies with special needs children. Far too many poor 
families suffer simply because of where they live. 
By virtue of their residences, their children’s fu-
tures are irreparably damaged by the poor quality 
of the schools. Far too many parents with special 

needs are not able 
to fi nd the kind 
of schooling that suits their 
child’s unique educational 
needs. But as Milton Friedman 
said, these are charity vouch-
ers, not educational vouchers.

Ultimately, the real is-
sues I have with charters and 
limited voucher programs are 
two-fold.

First, I am not yet con-
vinced that getting what we 
can is getting what we should. 
I am not convinced that there 
is a straight line leading from 
limited voucher programs to 
universal programs. Not every 
frog that’s kissed by a prin-

cess becomes a handsome prince. Some of them are never go-
ing to be more than just warty old frogs, no matter how many 
times you kiss them. Moreover, I believe that the school choice 
movement spends a signifi cant amount of our limited resources 
securing and implementing small programs that have yet to 
prove that they can lead to large-scale systemic reform. (The 
Milwaukee Parental Choice Program is probably further down 
the line than any other limited program and may yet, I hope, 
prove me wrong.)

But these are practical concerns. The real issue I have 
with limited voucher programs is that they ultimately miss the 
systemic point. Limited voucher programs only look at one side 
of the equation, namely giving the families who need it most a 
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greater number of educational options. But this in itself limits 
the systemic impact.

The goal of universal vouchers is to break the bonds be-
tween personal residence and school funding. It’s to snap the 
chains that bind the public fi nancing of education to the gov-
ernment running of schools. It is to alter the arrangements of 
education funding so that we can truly develop a system that 
treats everyone the same, regardless of how much or how little 
each person earns or regardless of whether your name is Du-
Pont or a Smith. 

If we truly want to ensure systemic reform, we should not 
be limiting choice. We should be advocating choice for all par-
ents. Accept limited choice it if we must, so that the perfect 
doesn’t become the enemy of the good. But let’s not allow lim-
ited choice to become our main goal just because it’s easier to 
achieve politically. 

Perhaps the school choice effort in Utah is the best ex-
ample of all this. This year, Utah passed the most universal K-12 
voucher bill ever. This was their goal from the beginning. Five 
years into the fi ght, they were happy to accept the Carson-Smith 
voucher bill for special needs children. Once passed, they didn’t 
spend all their energy (although they did help) on implement-
ing a limited voucher program in the hopes that they would get 
to a broader choice program down the road. Rather they kept 
right on fi ghting for their original goal: universal choice. 

Their goal wasn’t to give some people a greater freedom 
to choose, although there is no doubt they were happy this hap-
pened. Rather their main goal was to give all people all people 
the same freedom to choose. 

This should be our main goal too. 


