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of institutions 

More and more families are starting to realize they’re getting a bad deal and support for 

school choice is growing. 

Corey DeAngelis 

December 4, 2020 

Millions of U.S. children have been out of school and in front of a computer screen for over half 

a year because of the COVID-19 pandemic. Although recent data from school reopenings around 

the world suggest that schools are not significant drivers of community transmission, teachers 

unions in Tennessee and across the nation have pushed to keep schools closed for in-person 

instruction. 

Unions in many states have largely succeeding in keeping classrooms closed. Allthree studies on 

the subject find that public school reopening decisions are strongly linked to union power and 

politics rather than community needs. 

The latest data reported by Education Week in September revealed that less than half of the 

public school districts in Tennessee planned to reopen with full-time in-person instruction 

available to all students. And several Tennessee school districts announced closures ahead of 

Thanksgiving break. 

To be clear, this does not mean teachers unions have bad intentions. They understand that they 

can keep their benefits and pay about the same while reducing health risk, costs associated with 

providing in-person childcare services, and commuting to work. Unions are simply rationally 

responding to the  incentives that are baked into the K-12 education system. 

COVID-19 has exposed problems that already existed 

 

The main problem is that public schools have a monopoly in the education market. Families are 

essentially powerless when it comes to K-12 education because they cannot take their children’s 

taxpayer-funded education dollars elsewhere when public schools fail to meet their needs. The 

COVID-19 pandemic has shined a spotlight on this power imbalance. Public schools aren’t even 

opening their doors in many places, yet they’re still getting to keep students’ education funding, 

even if that student chose to attend a different school that fall. 

Meanwhile families are struggling with remote learning that is proving disastrous for some 

students and others are scrambling to figure out how to cover the costs of in-person learning 

alternatives such as homeschooling and pandemic pods. More and more families are starting to 

realize they’re getting a bad deal. The latest national survey on the subject found that support for 

school choice surged by 10 percentage points between April and August – from 67% to 77%. 

And a 2019 survey of registered Tennessee voters similarly found that 78% of respondents 

supported the concept of school choice. 

https://www.edweek.org/ew/section/multimedia/map-coronavirus-and-school-closures.html
https://www.wsj.com/articles/end-the-school-shutdown-11603235888
https://www.tennessean.com/story/news/education/2020/11/17/tennessee-teachers-call-gov-bill-lee-issue-mask-mandate-schools-provide-hazard-pay-teachers-covid-19/6328031002/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/education/teachers-northam-online-learning/2020/11/16/df50ff90-2816-11eb-8fa2-06e7cbb145c0_story.html
https://nypost.com/2020/09/02/its-union-power-thats-determining-which-us-schools-reopen-this-fall/
https://madison.com/ct/news/local/education/local_schools/will-study-unions-political-affiliation-more-predictive-of-virtual-learning-decision-than-covid-cases/article_5d94c9db-cdf1-5ab6-b879-d9b40bed0117.html#tracking-source=home-top-story-1
https://reason.com/2020/08/19/school-reopenings-linked-to-union-influence-and-politics-not-safety/
https://www.edweek.org/ew/section/multimedia/school-districts-reopening-plans-a-snapshot.html
https://www.wkrn.com/special-reports/keeping-schools-safe/several-tennessee-schools-close-early-for-thanksgiving-break-due-to-covid-19/
https://www.washingtonexaminer.com/opinion/cannibalizing-private-life
https://www.washingtonexaminer.com/opinion/cannibalizing-private-life
https://fox17.com/news/local/multiple-middle-tennessee-schools-going-remote-or-considering-it-as-covid-19-cases-rise-coronavirus-education-pandemic-metro-nashville-williamson-maury
https://www.the74million.org/article/analysis-just-1-in-3-districts-required-teachers-to-deliver-instruction-this-spring-they-mustnt-be-left-on-their-own-again-in-the-fall/
https://www.the74million.org/article/analysis-just-1-in-3-districts-required-teachers-to-deliver-instruction-this-spring-they-mustnt-be-left-on-their-own-again-in-the-fall/
https://www.federationforchildren.org/support-for-school-choice-surges-as-schools-start/
https://www.federationforchildren.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/02.07MEMO-MASON-DIXON-TENNESSEE-STATEWIDE-POLL.pdf


Let me be clear: the Coronavirus pandemic didn’t break the public school system. It 

simply exposed the problems that already existed. 

 

Higher funding of schools does not translate to better performance 

The 2019 Nation’s Report Card shows that only 31% of Tennessean 8th graders are proficient in 

math and reading. Tennessee’s statewide assessments tell a similar story. The latest data indicate 

that only 36% of public school students performed at or above grade level on the state’s math 

and reading assessments. 

Data from the Tennessee Department of Education also indicate that higher levels of public 

school expenditures per student are not positively associated with higher performance on 

academic achievement even after controlling for differences in students. Simply pouring more 

money into a broken education system is unlikely to fix it without meaningful incentives to 

spend that money wisely. 

In fact, Kennesaw State University’s Ben Scafidi found that Tennessee increased inflation-

adjusted K-12 public education spending per student by 41% between 1992 and 2014. Real 

teacher salaries in Tennessee dropped by 2% over the same period. More of those dollars might 

make it into the classroom if public schools had real  incentives to cater to the needs of families. 

Why empowering families is a better approach 

My recently released study, published by the Political Economy Research Institute at Middle 

Tennessee State University, finds that empowering families to choose the school that works best 

for their children could lead to substantial economic benefits. For example, doubling the number 

of students accessing public charter schools is expected to produce an additional $1.2 billion in 

higher lifetime earnings associated with higher academic achievement. Similarly, expanding 

access to the state’s private school choice pilot program is expected to produce an additional 

$102 million in economic benefits associated with increasing high school graduation rates. 

The preponderance of the evidence also suggests that allowing children’s education funding to 

follow them to the school of their families’ choosing improve nonacademic outcomes as well. 

For example, the most rigorous systematic reviews find that school choice generally leads to 

higher levels of satisfaction, safety, and civic outcomes. And 26 of 28 studies on the topic find 

that private school choice competition generally leads to better results in public schools. School 

choice is a rising tide that lifts all boats. 

The evidence happens to be in favor educational freedom. But that shouldn’t be surprise anyone. 

Private and charter schools are directly accountable to families. These schools understand that 

families can walk if they don’t deliver. 

The solution to the failure of the public school system to meet the needs of families is simple: we 

should fund students instead of institutions. We already do this in higher education with Pell 

Grants and the GI Bill. Funding for these federal programs goes to individual students who can 

then take that money to the public or private university of their choosing. The same goes for 

some state-funded pre-K programs as well as food stamps. We don’t force low-income families 

to use their food stamp dollars at residentially assigned government-run grocery stores. Instead 

we fund the families directly and allow them to choose the provider that best meets their needs. 

https://reason.com/2020/11/03/covid-19-didnt-break-the-public-school-system-it-was-already-broken/
https://www.tennessean.com/story/news/education/2019/10/29/tennessee-schools-report-card-national-assessment-of-educational-progress/2490435001/
https://www.timesfreepress.com/news/local/story/2019/oct/30/tennessee-naep-scores-stagnant/506968/
https://www.nationsreportcard.gov/profiles/stateprofile/overview/TN?cti=PgTab_OT&chort=2&sub=MAT&sj=TN&fs=Grade&st=MN&year=2019R3&sg=Gender%3A+Male+vs.+Female&sgv=Difference&ts=Single+Year&sfj=NP
https://reportcard.tnk12.gov/districts/0/achievement
https://www.mtsu.edu/peri/docs/K12-Policy-Study.pdf
https://www.edchoice.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/06/Back-to-the-Staffing-Surge-by-Ben-Scafidi.pdf
https://www.cato.org/publications/commentary/school-choice-benefits-teachers-too
https://www.mtsu.edu/peri/docs/K12-Policy-Study.pdf
https://www.amazon.com/School-Choice-Myths-Straight-Education/dp/1948647907
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/15582159.2017.1395639
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/00131911.2020.1822789
https://www.educationnext.org/civics-exam/
https://www.edchoice.org/research/the-123s-of-school-choice/
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0895904819874756
https://podcasts.apple.com/us/podcast/corey-deangelis-argues-school-choice-is-rising-tide/id1437447846?i=1000496484193


K-12 education should catch up and fund students instead of systems. 
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