
PhillyCORE Leaders strives to explore critical challenges facing Philly education from multiple perspectives.  
By providing balanced information, we support informed leadership in education. However we don’t stop at the  
discussion; our goal is to put words and ideas into action. This “Take 5 Issue Brief” summarizes the key take-
aways and next steps for involvement coming out of our October 2014 member meeting on school choice. 

1. While many people use the term ‘school choice’ interchangeably with ‘free market,’ ‘privatization,’ or 
‘vouchers,’ school choice is the name for the reform movement focused on giving families the right to 
choose which school their child attends and increasing the number of options.

2.  There has been school choice as long as private and public schools have co-existed, but charter schools 
have increased options for many families. However, the choice system does not make all options accessible 
to all families, which can increase inequality. 

3. Enrollment trends have been impacted by 
school choice. Thousands of students are on 
charter school waitlists and the percentage of 
students in different types of schools has changed 
dramatically between 2003 and 2013. 

4. There are many different types of school 
choice systems.  Here in Philadephia, a portfolio 
management model is in place, which allows 
families to choose from a variety of public school 
options within the City (including traditional 
district schools, charters, magnets, etc.)

5. Arguments for and against “choice” policies:

5 KEY TAKEAWAYS

Arguments For Choice Arguments Against Choice
Parents have the right to seek the best possible 
education for their children

Choice might exacerbate inequality as not all families 
are able to take advantage

Choice might increase parent involvement Incentive structure may cause some students to be  
discriminated against (students are “pushed out”)

Competition among schools has the potential to 
increase accountability and outcomes

Can increase financial burden on district as enrollment 
changes year to year

Competition might also lead to experimentation 
outside of the one size fits all system of public 
education

Can lead to fragmented governance systems where  
accountability is lacking

New Orleans, which is now made up of entirely 
charter schools, has seen positive results

Most districts using this kind of choice model have had 
to face problematic issues with regulation,  
discrimination or creaming of students, etc.
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Source: Pew Charitable Trusts State of the City Report: Philadelphia 2013



The School District of Philadelphia is committed to a portfolio management model with different types of 
schools, so the question is now: How do we make choice work best here in Philadelphia?  We’ll need:

1. Fair funding - the District can’t improve school options or regulate the choice system without the 
resources needed to do so. Sign up for PCCY’s Newsletter (pccy.org) to learn more about advocacy efforts. 

2. A sound financial management plan for the choice system - money should follow students, but the District 
also needs to account for the spend down required to shed stranded costs. 

3. Stronger regulation that holds schools accountable to their outcomes and prevents discrimination against 
students with higher needs (access must be equitable for ALL students). Learn about different perspectives on 
how to ensure accountability:

• PennCAN’s issue brief “Good Authorizing, Great Charter Schools” (penncan.org)
• Education Law Center’s “Principles for Charter School Reform” (elc-pa.org)

4. Equal access and transparent, proactive communication around choice for parents. Help all families get
equal access to information to make informed choices. Request print guides, schedule a training and get more
info at greatphillyschools.org.

5. Mechanisms for encouraging innovation and collaboration across different kinds of schools so that all 
schools can benefit from new ideas and best practices. Learn more about the SDP’s School Redesign Initiative  
at www.schoolredesignphiladelphia.org.

1. CRPE Brief: Making School Choice Work: http://www.crpe.org/publications/making-school-choice-work

2. Public Policy Institute of CA: Does School Choice Work?: http://www.ppic.org/content/pubs/report/
R_806JBR.pdf

3. Caroline Hoxby: Does Competition among Public Schools Benefit Students and Taxpayers?: http://faculty.
smu.edu/millimet/classes/eco7321/papers/hoxby.pdf

4. Research for Action: Uneven Playing Field - Demographic Differences and High School Choice in 
Philadelphia: http://www.researchforaction.org/publication-listing/?id=114

5. How Parents Experience Public School Choice: http://www.crpe.org/publications/how-parents-experience-
public-school-choice 

5 NEXT STEPS

5 RESOURCES
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