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Dear Secretary McMahon,

| appreciate the opportunity to comment on Proposed Priorities and Definitions—Secretary’s
Supplemental Priorities and Definitions on Evidence-Based Literacy, Education Choice, and Returming
Education to the States. | am a professor of education policy and an elected member of the National
Academy of Education. | have done considerable, highly cited research on school choice issues for the
past quarter century. | find the stated Priority 2 on education choice to be more of an ideological set of
assumptions than an “evidence-based” statement of priorities. While this is, unfortunately, true
throughout that statement of priorities, allow me to focus only on a few of the most concerning
instances.

“Choice empowers parents and families” — Research shows that choice does not improve a
disadvantaged child’s chances of attending a better school,* and evidence indicates that it tends to be
the more affluent families, including ones already in private schools at their own expense,* who are
better positioned to take advantage of taxpayer funded choice options.? Less affluent families instead
focus on the costs they must shoulder.* Moreover, instead of families choosing schools for their
children, schools are effectively choosing which families they serve .

“Choice ensures that every child has the opportunity to access a high-quality education” — These
programs have been shown to increase segregation, and limit opportunity for the least affluent families.
A rigorous study of charter schools from the conservative Hoover Institution at Stanford finds that they
increase segregation.® Numerous studies of voucher programs — including universal programs in other
countries, similar to what is proposed in Priority 2 — find increases in segregation, often with decreases
in overall student performance.’
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“Fostering innovation in education... Charter schools and other innovative school models” — Studies,
including those by charter proponents, show a relative paucity of educational innovations in those
schools, despite the fact that they were positioned as “laboratories” of innovation.®

“Homeschooling” — There is no evidence that homeschooling improves academic achievement.®

“More than a dozen states have enacted universal K-12 scholarship programs... These states have
highlighted the most promising avenue for education reform... The growing body of rigorous research
demonstrates that well-designed education-choice programs improve student achievement” — There
are two significant problems with such assertions. First, there is no evidence that these programs are
the “most promising avenue for educational reform.” That claim is relative; it is implicitly comparing
these voucher programs to other programs. In his rigorous meta-analysis of thousands of studies
covering over 250 influences on school outcomes, Professor John Hattie found that school choice and
charter schools have very low impacts on student learning, far below things like “small group learning,”
“socioeconomic status,” and “drama/arts programs” (but more beneficial than “teacher performance

n u

pay,” “summer vacation effect” and “lack of sleep”).%°

Indeed, the “growing body of rigorous research,” including that conducted or funded by voucher
proponents, actually shows the opposite: large negative impacts on the achievement of students in

these programs. To support its erroneous assertion, the Proposed Priority 2 cites “EdChoice (2024).”** Of
course, EdChoice is an advocacy organization that promotes vouchers. And its reports, such as the one
cited, selectively ignore or dismiss rigorous research that undercuts its idealized view of vouchers,? as is
illustrated in this Policy Brief.® In fact, even when conducted or commissioned by voucher proponents,*
every study of state-wide voucher programs — the closest proximation to the “universal K-12
scholarship programs promoted in Priority 2 — not only finds that this is not a “promising avenue,” but
that these programs inflict significant academic harm on participants at levels similar to or greater than
catastrophes such as Hurricane Katrina or COVID-19.'® Harvard Professor Martin West, who is affiliated
with voucher-supporting organizations, noted that these negative impacts are “‘as large as any I've seen
in the literature’ — not just compared with other voucher studies, but in the history of American
education research.”*®

Secondly, the observation that “more than a dozen states” have adopted such programs is true but
neglects to note which states and how they have adopted such programs. In every case, these programs
have been advanced through conservative state legislatures, rather than through voters, who always
reject them, often by overwhelming margins, even in conservative states. While legislation is a
completely legitimate way of advancing policies, it is important to note that voters in every case have
rejected these proposals, and even over-ridden their legislatures when given the opportunity, as we
show in this Policy Brief.'” This is a particularly salient fact, given that Proposed Priority 3 purports to be
“returning education to the states” in light of “one-size-fits-all mandates from the federal government.”
Yet Priority 2 is certainly such a federal mandate that ignores the expressed wishes of many states, and
voters across red and blue states, on this issue.
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One other issue deserve mention but was not discussed in your Proposed Priority 2. These programs
create additional costs for taxpayers. Funding a parallel system, whether with charters or vouchers,
necessarily duplicates costs. The research bears out this point. Administrative costs at charter schools
are rising rapidly, replicating the central office bureaucracies of districts they were supposed to improve
upon.® Similarly, when they are able to collect public funds through voucher programs, private schools
often raise tuition for families.'® Further research has shown that these programs then become a huge
drain on the public treasury, as affluent families already paying for their children’s private schooling
accept a taxpayer-funded voucher instead.?°

Sincerely,

Christopher Lubienski, Ph.D.
Director, Center for Evaluation & Education Policy
Professor, Department of Education Leadership & Policy Studies
Indiana University
Room 4238
W.W. Wright Education Building
201 N. Rose Avenue
Bloomington, IN 47405-1006

217-643-8311
clubiens@iu.edu
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