
	
 As citizens of the United States, we enjoy many liberties.  More than liberty, we have entitlements which 
we call “rights.”  In schools we teach about the Bill of Rights, the original amendments to the Constitution that 
firmly established those rights into our society.
	
 What I have found interesting over the years is how popular thought, usually based in avarice, has come 
to add rights by inference; that is, extending the Bill of Rights to include items not in the Bill of Rights or 
Constitution.    At the top of the list for me is “freedom of choice.”
	
 American popular culture has a strong element of “I, me, mine.”  We vote for the candidate that will 
advance causes that will personally benefit us.  We seldom consider who will advance the “general welfare.”  
The lobby system of government certainly isn’t designed to protect what is best for the majority.  A “what have 
you done for me lately?” mentality causes the general public to bounce back and forth from popular ideas and 
political candidates.
	
 One of the best examples of the erroneous assumption of freedom of choice is the idea of school choice.  
Some parents assert that they have “the right to choose their child’s school.”  Certainly, a parent can choose to 
send their child to a school other than the local public school.  But should individuals have the right to make 
choices as individuals to spend money of the collective, that is, our tax dollars, to make that choice?  That is 
essentially what is happening with charter schools and the state’s EITC program for private school scholarships.
	
 Peter Greene of the Huffington Post wrote an interesting article entitled, “‘School Choice’ and 
Disenfranchising the Public.”  I highly recommend you read it and we’ve placed a link to it on our website.  
Greene points out that, “Our public school system is set up to serve the public. All the public. It is not set up to 
serve just parents or just students. Everybody benefits from a system of roadways in this country — even people 
who don't drive cars — because it allows a hundred other systems of service and commerce to function well.
School choice treats parents as if they are the only stakeholders in education. They are not. We all depend on a 
society in which people are reasonably well-educated. We all depend on a society in which people have a 
reasonably good understanding of how things work.”

	
 Greene’s point is well taken.  Former auditor general Jack Wagner in a report on Pennsylvania charter 
schools in 2012-2013 noted that PA spends an average of $13,411 per student on charter schools.  At that time, 
approximately 100,000 students were in charter schools so we were spending over 1.3 billion on charter 
schools.  (It has increased since then)  In addition, the EITC program allows 50 million dollars in taxes to be 
diverted for private school scholarships in qualifying underperforming districts.  That is almost 1.9 billion 
dollars that is spent by individuals making individual decisions.  To bring this matter closer to home, we queried 
school districts in Erie, Crawford and Warren counties  in regard to how much money was deducted from their 
school subsidies for charter schools in 2013-2014.   With 13 out of 17 districts reporting, the amount comes to 
$30,461,042.17.  Our legislature, which is charged with the task of spending our tax dollars, essentially 
abdicates that task to individuals, allowing personal choice to spend tax dollars into systems that have been 
shown to be ineffective and not nearly as publicly accountable as school districts.  To carry Greene’s example 
further, consider this example:  I live in the municipality of Hooterville which pays to have my street plowed.  
Perhaps I don’t like the way they plow my street.  Should I have the choice of using public dollars to hire the 
person I want to plow my portion of the street?  Most would consider that absurd but the concept applies to 
school choice.

	
 	
 Take, for example, the situation in the Corry School District.  Like most districts in 
Pennsylvania, they found themselves with less money and fewer students.  They did a very difficult but 
necessary thing:  they closed a small elementary building to save a great deal of money.  The savings will be 
realized by economy of scale, a benefit of having government pool our dollars together.  People in the 
community do not want to lose their little school so they want to open a charter school.   The school district, 
being responsible to its taxpayers, will essentially lose all the savings intended for its taxpayers by being forced 
to allow a small group of people to decide how a portion of tax dollars will be spent.   The economy of size is 
lost.  They will be back to where they started.  Does no one see the ludicrousness? The same state lawmakers 
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who often pound their fists demanding fiscal responsibility from school districts will turn around to support 
charter schools under the guise of “freedom of choice.”

	
 In his article, Greene also makes another salient point.  He notes that charter schools, especially the 
cyber variety, are motivated by profit.  He points out that throughout the country, charter schools have closed 
abruptly.  “(Columbus, Ohio, saw 17 charters close in just one year.) People tend to assume that part of being a 
school means staying open in your community, and they keep being surprised to discover that a charter school is 
not a school but a business. Charter and choice systems don't just disenfranchise the public in saying how 
schools in the community should work; charter and choice systems also take away any choice about whether 
there are schools in the community or not.”

	
 	
 I recognize that many would criticize my opinion on this matter as sour grapes as public 
educators do not like the money taken from their systems for “choice” schools.  I certainly admit that I have 
often succumbed to the “I, me, mine” mentality in many things; but, for me, the manipulation of the choice idea 
to circumvent the purpose of government, is a matter of defending democratic principles.
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http://www.dispatch.com/content/stories/local/2014/01/12/charter-failure.html
http://www.dispatch.com/content/stories/local/2014/01/12/charter-failure.html

