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PUBLIC AND NONPUBLIC STUDENTS

by
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M. David Alexander, Chair
Educational Leadership and Policy Studies

(ABSTRACT)

The flow of taxpayer money to public and private schools in today’s atmosphere
of scarce and highly contested fiscal resources heavily influences the debate over school
choice. While there is considerable information on disparate funding among public school
systems across the nation there is little empirical data on the cost of publicly financed
nonpublic school programs.

In an effort to advance the debate on public funding of school. choice from the
theoretical to the empirical, this study was constructed to quantify and analyze state
funding patterns for public and nonpublic education. It was devised to ascertain the
amount of money one state, Ohio, expended on public and nonpublic education over a six-
year period in order to elucidate the actual costs of current policies that aid nonpublic
school students and to compute the state’s true fiscal effort for public education.

Ohio was elected for study because its educational system comprises all elements
of the debate on school choice. It has an extensive history of legislation that provides

nonfinancial and indirect to nonpublic schools as well as recent school choice enactments,



such as intradistrict and interdistrict open enrollment policies and a pilot scholarship
program for low income children in the city of Cleveland. It has also been judged as
maintaining an unconstitutional school funding system which has resulted in highly
disparate educational opportunity for K-12 students across the state.

The data indicate a level funding pattern over the six-year period of the study,
from FY 1990 through FY 1995, with very little variation in the percent allocated to
education form the general state budget. The proportions allocated to public and to
nonpublic schools have remained steady as well. The evidence indicated that an average
97.4 percent of the state’s education budget went to public schools and an average 2.6
percent supported nonpublic school students. Over the six years under study, the
amount of money that was allocated in support of nonpublic school students totaled
approximately $683.7 million. If the portion localities pay for bus transportation for

nonpublic school students is included, the amount increases to $836.3 million.
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION

Public opinion to be correct must be enlightened.
[Otherwise] tyrants would govern the ignorant. !

The Public and Private School Funding Debate

Conflict between the state and its citizens over the education of children
permeates the annals of American history and jurisprudence. Controversy and contention
have emanated from various segments of the American population over such issues as
compulsory attendance, curriculum content, student assessment, textbook selection,
school prayer and the flag salute.? Public funding of education has summoned an even
broader, more acrimonious debate. Perhaps this is because it requires every taxpayer’s
participation and the revenues are viewed as distributed for the benefit of others. Perhaps
it is the result of the tension created as individual states, localities and parents continue to
wrestle with the responsibility and capacity to educate children.
A Historical Perspective

It is appropriate to elaborate briefly on the development of American public and
private education and the relationship of each to both church and state. This history
provides a perspective and a foundation to many of the arguments advanced in support of
and in opposition to public funding of nonpublic education. This is particularly true for

insight into the debate over funding sectarian schools; that is, educational institutions



strongly associated with a religious denomination or dogma. For instance, oppcnents of
public funding of sectarian education remind us that the Bill of Rights, in particular the
two religious clauses of the First Amendment, was in response to experience with
powerful government-church alliances in Europe and in an effort to protect against
trespass of an individual’s right to follow his own conscience in matter of faith.
Proponents of school choice argue that America was founded on Christian religious
principles; principles that were accommodated, if not integrated, into government and its
several agencies, including education. They argue that attempts to extricate these
principles from public schools have driven families to seek private education.

The earliest settlers in the New World, the Puritans, fled England to escape
religious persecution. They came from the rank and file of English society, but, unlike the
majority of their countrymen, they believed fervently in Calvinist principles, three of
which are particularly relevant to the discussion of government support of education.
First, literacy was valued because reading the Bible was a necessary element in the
practice of their faith. Secondly, as Calvinists, they believed public welfare was
jeopardized if other religious views were tolerated. Thirdly, Calvinism viewed government
as an arm of the church whose primary function was support of the one true religion. >
These three characteristics could be described as the first fibers from which the fabrics of
American public education and the eventual necessity for separation of church and state

in the new republic were woven.



The Massachusetts Bay Colony enacted two laws, one in 1642 and the other in
1647, directing parents to meet their obligations to their children’s education. The 1642
act is often cited as evidence of the New England colonies’ commitment to education and
as the one from which other colonies modeled their own education legislation. This law is
important to understand for two reasons. It underlined the responsibility of the parents
to educate their children and it was the earliest manifestation of a government body
assuming a more paternalistic stance in relation to the family. As historian Harris Good
explains, it was the first exercise in what would become “the tendency of the state to
enter the family and to assert a public interest in the upbringing of the children” with the
purpose “to promote not only the welfare of the children but also the welfare of the
colony and people.™

Dissatisfied with the lack of response to the 1642 Act the Massachusetts Bay
Colony enacted the second piece of legislation, commonly referred to as the “ye ould
deluder Satan” act, which required communities to institute more formal educational
practices and to establish schoolhouses to facilitate meeting the law. * The colorful
rhetoric evinces the clear intent to conquer illiteracy and, subsequently, to inculcate
religious faith.

These two laws illustrate the early interrelationship among religion, education, and
government. The Puritan communities were the first of the several European colonists to

mandate education for their children, using civil government to advance the doctrine of the



Church (in this instance, through scriptural literacy) and, in doing so, protecting the
religious integrity of the colony.

The Puritans of Massachusetts, even more so than the Pilgrims from Plymouth,
were responsible for the formation and establishment of the major religious influence,
Congregationalism, in New England. The Church enjoyed official status with tax support
and was a source of religious discrimination toward those who did not share its beliefs.
Although the clergy could not hold public office, only members of the church could. This
assured the Church that government officials would look kindly on the Church and
enforce religious doctrine.

In the southern colonies Anglican Establishment was conceived along a different
trajectory than Puritan Establishment, but the effects were virtually indistinguishable.
The Church of England enjoyed exclusivity in the eyes of the colonial government, which
provided financial support and enforcement of church attendance and practices. During
most of the Anglican’s domination of the region, other religious sects were persecuted or
scorned, as they were in other regions as well. ®

Unlike New England, whose colonies were founded as religious settlements,
Anglican communities, including Virginia, were commercial ventures. The educational and
governance traditions more closely followed those of English aristocracy. Wealthy
landowners hired private tutors or sent their children to private academies while the

Anglican church assumed the responsibility for educating the poor.



It was this southern region, coupled with the more pluralistic mid-Atlantic
colonies, which first sought religious freedom and complete separation between church
and state. Virginia was one of the first to adopt these concepts into law by enacting
Jefferson’s Bill for Establishing Religious Freedom in 1779. It would take most New
England states considerably longer. Massachusetts was the last to relinquish religious
establishment with the ratification of the 1833 constitutional amendment that separated
church and state. Yet, Massachusetts was instrumental in fostering public education by
creating the first state board of education and hiring Horace Mann as its secretary. Horace
Mann was perhaps the most notable of the school reformers who vigorously labored to
establish a state-regulated system of free common schools - publicly financed schools
intended to provide an elementary education to all children.

State legislatures thus severed ties with established religions and the federal
government secured an individual’s right to religious freedom. However, religion remained
closely, if not directly, associated with public education. Up until the mid-20th century it
was not uncommon to have state statutes that required religious services, prayer, and
Bible reading lessons in public schools. While courts have since struck down most of
these practices as unconstitutional, the traditions and associations they created with
religion, especially with Christianity and specifically with Protestantism, are not

forgotten.



In the early to mid 1800s urban public schools were often administered by free
schoot societies which professed secularity but were pervasively Protestant both in the
composition of their membership and their message.” The New York Public School
Society was one such educational organization. It was a privately administered entity but
enjoyed government sponsorship. The New York Public School Society and others like it
ministered to the educational needs of the cities’ children while endorsing the use of the
King James version of the Bible and of textbooks that unabashedly degraded Catholics.
Their thinly veiled animosity toward Catholics as well as their condescending attitude
toward the newly immigrated Irish, who also were Catholic, inspired Catholic dioceses to
re-invigorate their policy to establish parochial schools in each of their parishes and to
entreat civil government for financial support for parochial schools. It seemed the
reasonable response to a school system such as that operated by the Public School
Society and described by New York’s Bishop John Hughes and John Spencer, Governor
William Seward’s Secretary of State and ex officio State Superintendent of Schools, as
“an inefficient and improper monopoly.”®

The first significant effort to lobby for public funds on behalf of Catholic schools
was in 1840 in New York City. A petition was submitted by Catholic schools to the
Board of Aldermen requesting a representative portion of the common school funds.” A

spokesman for the petitioning Catholics advised the aldermen that Catholics “bear, and

are willing to bear, the portion of every common burden; and feel themselves entitled to a



participation of every common benefit.”'° The Catholic Church did not believe there was
any significant difference between its parochial school system and that of the Public
School Society. Both served a public purpose by providing elementary education.
According to Diane Ravitch, “[the Church hierarchy] held that Catholic schools were an
integral part of the state common school system” such that “the schools of the Public
School Society were Protestant public schools, while their own schools were ‘Catholic
public schools,” equally entitled to public support.”'! Claiming parochial schools meet a
legitimate public purpose by rendering educational services has continued to be the
hallmark of all subsequent efforts to obtain funds to support the Catholic educational
mission.

The request was denied, but the ferocity of the debate eventually led the Public
School Society to lose much of its popular support and to sell its holdings to New York.
These holdings were used to establish a modest beginning to a system of free and common
schools, one owned and operated by civil government.

New York’s experience was representative of other states. Many states with large
urban settings struggled with the transition from what had been culturally and religiously
homogeneous populations to increasingly diverse ethnic and religiously pluralistic
communities. The overtly Protestant nativist tone of community education had become
socially divisive as the nation absorbed immigrants from an array of colors and cultures.

Educational leaders, such as Horace Mann, Henry Bernard, Calvin Stowe and John Pierce,



crusaded for the establishment of a centralized system of schools that would provide
universal secular education. This would provide a means through which the conglomerate
citizenry could be exposed to: “moral education to produce obedient children, reduce
crime, and discourage vice; citizenship training to protect republican government; literacy
for effective economic and political participation; and cultural education for assimilation
and unity.”!?

To accomplish its purposes a system of common schools had to be publicly
funded so that all children, independent of their financial resources, could attend. General
taxation in support of a centralized system of free common schools was not popularly
supported. Even in colonial New England, general taxation in support of education had
not been a common practice. Most opponents to taxation supported education under
parental control and charitable contributions for poor children but inveighed against
governments usurping the parental right to decided how much education was necessary
and how to finance it."

Such conventional views and entrenched practices encumbered school reformers’
efforts to convince state legislatures to create property taxes in support of common
schools. As Henry Bernard explained, the general property tax was “the cardinal idea of
the free school system.”'* He and his colleagues endeavored to promote fully financed

schools with public funds and to abolish such practices as rate bills met with mixed

results. Some states levied taxes in partial support, leaving it to communities to decide



what more they wanted to generate. Other states created the mechanism by which
commiunities could establish and finance schools, yet made the system voluntary. In some
instances, free school systems were established only to be abolished a few years later
then recreated once again. It was not until the 1870s, when the last of the rate bills were
eradicated, that school reformers could allege success in establishing free common schools
for the elementary education of all children.'?

By the latter decades of the 19th century, most of the themes one hears today in
the polemic over educational finance and school choice had emerged: parental versus state
responsibility for education; religious versus secular instruction, general taxation and the
relative contributions of state and local revenues toward public education; the state
interest in promoting unity and commonality juxtaposed to familial or communal integrity
of culture, religion and language; and equal education opportunity for all children. Today
these contrary points of view continue to act like flint to steel, sparking impetus for and
enflaming responses to changes in educational policy. The issue of school choice is one
example of such combustion.

School Choice

The issue of freedom of choice in American elementary and secondary education
and its potential repercussions on society-at-large span political, economic and social
contexts. Public education is considered essential in perpetuating American democracy
and unifying diverse groups, boosting productivity and maintaining a competitive market

edge, and diminishing social maladies, such as crime and poverty. Increasingly, there is .



dispute over the validity of these as public education objectives. Some groups cuestion
whether public education should subjugate cultural plurality to achieve assimilation,
whether the mission of education is to train a workforce or create an enlightened citizenry,
and whether public schools should and do perpetuate a particular set of values, perhaps
usurping those of the family and churches. Of course, these contrasting issues need not be
viewed as diametrically opposed, but often the debate addresses them as such.

School choice, to its advocates, represents the ideal resolution to the
disagreements represented above - allow parents to choose the school environment which
embraces the educational objectives and values most approximate to those of the parents.
Critics are concerned that choice would only serve to exaggerate social disunity by putting
self-interest above common interest.

There is considerable variety in proposed choice options. On one end of the
spectrum are very modest choice programs that allow parents to choose from among
public schools within their attendance district, with little or no financial penalty to
schools which lose students. On the other end of the continuum are proposals that would
give parents both unrestricted choice and a financial subsidy which may be redeemed at
either public or private schools, theoretically allowing market pressures to improve the
delivery of educational services. Although most of the philosophical questions about

school choice are applicable to any choice plan, what concerns most choice activists on all
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sides of the debate are those proposals which include participation of private schools and
public money.

Endeavors to radically redefine the role public education and to shift more of the
responsibility for education to nonpublic school entities require close examination. The
myriad justifications and rebuttals are best discussed categorically. Although not an all
inclusive list, these three classifications are most appropriate to this synopsis:
democracy and diversity, competition and market analogy, and funding and equity.

Democracy and Diversity:

School choice advocates argue that public education is a government monopoly
that stifles educational diversity and limits parental control over the upbringing and
education of children.'® Proponents agree universal education is essential, but debate the
specific character it should assume. Illustrating their point by referring to the diversity in
educational regulations from state to state, they suggest that pluralistic parameters could
be established for all schools that would satisfy the state’s compelling interests while
maximizing choice options for parents.!”

They also believe sectarian schools should be a part of the choice matrix for some
parents sense an obligation to seek an educational program in which religious instruction
accompanies academic study. '® Choice, they contend, would empower greater numbers of

parents to implement their educational preferences, which would increase parental
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involvement, address students’ diverse interests and talents, and lead to higher student
achievement.'®

Opponents to unrestricted school choice are concerned that choice programs that
include nonpublic schools may mask the efforts of those who would like to segregate their
children from the cultural, religious, and racial p}mality that defines America. *° They base
their accusations on precedent, citing what followed the Brown v. Board of Education
ruling.?' In the aftermath of the Brown decision, southern states connived legal devices
that maintained segregated public schools or offered funding to white families who sent
their children to segregationist academies.?? As Philip Daniels explains it, “Parertal choice

9923

in the 1950s and 1960s...came to be linked to the perpetuation of segregation.”* Even
today, there is little evidence that urban minority children are readily accepted into
private or suburban schools, even when choice exists. On the other hand, white children
seem to use choice to transfer from integrated systems into all-white schools. **

There are convincing arguments that unrestricted school choice will further
exaggerate the educational, economic and social stratification already present in American
society.”® A demographic study of private school enrollments indicate that attendance is
positively linked to income and that there is a disproportionately higher number of white

children.?® Minority populations matriculated in private schools tend to be from the

upper income ranges.?” he author of the study, James Catterall, concludes that choice
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programs will tend to favor existing private school populations, maintaining the class and
social-distinctions currently representative of private schools.?®

Opponents of choice assert that alleging poor families will have greater access to
quality education is predicated on a wide variety of assumptions. First of all, families
would have to learn there is a choice, to understand the nature of the choice, and then to
exercise it. There is a body of research that suggests that these prerequisite events do not
necessarily occur and, if they do, the choice does not necessarily bring the desired result,
such as higher achievement or graduation rates.?’

Secondly, a family may want to choose but discovers instead it must be chosen.
Better schools would select students who would enhance the existing school profiles,
strengthen their achievement statistics, and maintain their distinctive school “culture.” *°

Lastly, there are indications that urban public school choice programs favor middle
class students who utilize open enrollment policies to move to better public schools. This
further widens the social and educational spans between low income and middle income
families.?!

Competition and Market Analogy:

Many proponents of school choice assert that public schools have lost their
capacity to respond to students’ or society’s needs because they function as ineffectual
monopolies. They are guaranteed funds and have a captive audience whether or not they

serve the best interests of the students. **
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Chubb and Moe argue that democracy requires bureaucracy, a fact which has made
public schools lethargic, inefficient, and unresponsive to the needs of children. They
propose deregulating public schools, releasing them to differentiate their programs in
order to provide a more varied educational marketplace for families. Freedom from
bureaucracy and legislative fiats would improve efficiency and promote greater efficacy.>
In their words, “Our guiding principle...is this: public authority must be put to use in
creating a system that is almost entirely beyond the reach of public authority.” 3*

Opponents consider the premise of the market theory for education fallacious and
illustrate their arguments using existing services provided by private enterprise. Alex
Molnar, professor of education at the University of Wisconsin, Milwaukee, argues that
the marketplace has not provided adequate, much less high quality, health care to the
approximately 35 million Americans who are without health insurance. As a result the
public picks up the rather considerable expense for health care of the poorest and sickest
citizens as well as the associated social costs that ensue when so many people do not
have access to basic medical care. He contends that “compared to our competitive,
privatized health care system, public education is a model of cost-effectiveness,
responsiveness, equity, and high performance.” 3
Mary Anne Raywid disputes market theorists’ call for competition and

accountability. She asserts that choice in education is prompted by need, not by quality,

and is more aligned with a family’s values, not test scores.*® She reasons, using the
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analogy of a car and truck, that selection between these two vehicles would be based on
function or other attributes rather than quality. Likewise, a student might choose one
school over another because it offers a unique program suited to his talents and interests,
not because its test scores are higher. ¥’

Another aspect of school choice is the educational environment. Parents are
concerned with methodology, philosophical orientation, moral or religious instruction,
discipline and other distinguishing characteristics. Generally, people prefer to associate
with others of similar background and culture and feel a sense of community. Raywid
parallels this to a family searching for a religious affiliation. They are interested in finding
a doctrine or spiritual orientation compatible with their own values. Choosing one
denomination over another does not signify that one religion is of higher quality than the
other.® This selection process functions similarly for education as well.

Funding and Equity:

Families of nonpublic school students argue that vouchers and tax credits or
deductions are equitable means for relieving them of the “double burden” they carry -
paying taxes and tuition. They also assert that the number of children in private schools
spares public school systems the expense of educating them.*® Families who provide a
religious education for their children contend they should not have to forego the benefit of

a publicly subsidized education to accommodate their religious beliefs.*’
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School choice proponents claim that publicly funded choice will give poor families
greater access to high quality education. They assert that poor students are victims of
public schools: uneven public school funding, watered down curriculums, and inadequate
facilities.*! They also contend private schools, particularly parochial schools, provide
good education more cost-effectively than public schools.

Critics of publicly funded school choice remind us that all people do not benefit
from every government service. Public transportation is an example. Individuals who
choose to purchase services from the private sector should not expect to be reimbursed
because they exercise their right to choose and have the resources to do so.*?

Opponents warn that choice programs will serve primarily families who have
access to information, transportation and the additional resources that may be required to
pay any differences that exist between a government subsidy and the actual costs of
tuition and other fees.** Rather than choosing the school they want, poor families would
be forced to choose a school they could afford, effectively keeping them at the same level
of educational disadvantage where they have always been relative to others with greater
financial resources. Furthermore, if previous experience in education funding is any
indicator, subsidies would be lowered or eliminated eventually, requiring low income
families once again to transfer their children, most likely to public schools.*

Adversaries of school choice do not agree that nonpublic schools provide a better

education at a fraction of the cost of a public education. John Witte has conducted an
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analysis of student achievement at Milwaukee choice schools and public schools over the
five yéars the Milwaukee Parental Choice Program has been operational. He reported no
significant differences in student achievement and found high rates of attrition from the
program - rates similar to public schools.*’

Public school educators accuse private schools, particularly parochial schools, of
keeping costs down by receiving government aid,*® benefiting from church subsidies and
private endowments,*’ and paying lower teacher salaries.*® Jay Chambers conducted a
study comparing public and private school teacher salaries. He concluded that “nonpublic
school teachers give up between 10 percent and 40 percent of the public school teacher
salary to work in the non-public sector, and they were aware of their sacrifice.”* He
reported that parochial schools paid the lowest salaries and non-sectarian private schools
paid the highest salaries among nonpublic schools.*

Concerned public educators fear government subsidies for private education will
further impoverish inner city and small rural schools which are already struggling to
provide education and other services to a population whose needs extend beyond
academic learning.’' They argue that public school districts already suffer under state
funding formulas that rely substantially on localities to generate funds for their schools.
Wealthier districts can finance a higher quality education program than poorer districts
because they have greater fiscal capacity. Fiscal capacity is defined as the measure of

wealth (e.g., income, real property) that serves as the tax base for a government unit.>?
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School districts located in areas of low fiscal capacity depend on their communities to tax
themselves at a higher rate in order to produce an equivalent amount of revenue.

Requiring localities to fund a larger percentage of their education budgets results in
pupil and taxpayer inequities. Geographic location and local wealth, rather than
community preferences, determine the education program and the level of fiscal effort
necessary to fund it. This creates widely disparate education opportunities for children in
the state (pupil inequity) and places a heavier tax burden on citizens in low income areas
(taxpayer inequity).>

Public educators and concerned citizens worry that publicly funded choice
programs that include private schools would further exacerbate the disparity in
educational opportunity for those students who remain in public schools. If states
redirect funds from public schools to private schools, localities will be left to find
additional funding for their schools or to reduce educational programs in existence.

Choice is not new to the relationship Americans have with education, although its
proponents have grown in numbers and diversity as the conversation about school reform
has grown in intensity. Parents are demanding a greater role in site-based decision-making;
low income families are seeking equity; politicians are calling for cost efficiency and
accountability, and educators are requesting more funding, flexibility and autonomy. No
one, though, is really advocating abdication of public funding of education; the

controversy is primarily over access to those funds. Increasingly, some degree of
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education is beneficial and necessary to society and should be financed by all who share in
its benefits directly or indirectly. Since the task of collecting money has already been

delegated, all that remains is the question of distribution.

Purpose of the Study

This study was devised to formulate an analysis of the state funding patterns for
public and nonpublic education in Ohio and to assess the amount of money being
allocated to both public and nonpublic education in the state. This was developed to
ascertain the actual costs of current educational policies that aid nonpublic school
students and to extrapolate from the funding patterns what might be the future direction
of education funding in Ohio.

Funding is a major determinant in access to quality education. How to direct
funding to achieve this access bifurcates the debate on school choice. One viewpoint
insists that increased access to quality educational opportunity can be achieved by
investing more equitably in poorer school districts where most disadvantaged farnilies are
served and by allowing more districts to implement site-based management.** The
opposing viewpoint maintains that diverting funds to nonpublic schools through choice
programs enhances access to quality education for all groups, at a lower cost per pupil
than that expended in public schools, and brings added value in the forms of increased

parental involvement and diversity in educational programs.>’
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