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What Is 
Accountability?
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Accountable (adj.): 
“subject to the obligation
to report, explain, or 
justify something; 
responsible; answerable.”
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Key Question: Accountability for What and to Whom?

Academic

Financial
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Traditional public school accountability: 

The three ways that public schools talk 
about accountability
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Financial Accountability: 
Schools should be responsible for 
how they use the money they are 
given and should be ready to 
account for what has been spent 
and how. 
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Democratic Accountability:
Since schools are funded by the 
community writ large, they should 
be able to account for how they are 
reflecting the wishes of that 
community. Are they teaching what 
the community believes should be 
taught? Are they organizing schools 
in ways that the community agrees 
to? Are they spending the 
community’s money in ways that 
comport with the community’s 
wishes?



47

Educational Accountability: 
Schools should take responsibility 
for the quality of the education that 
the students in their charge receive. 
They should be able to demonstrate 
that students are mastering what 
they are supposed to be learning. 





How are existing 
choice programs 

accountable now?



What should the 
future of 

accountability 
look like?







Two Parts

Comparing Anti-Choice 
Rhetoric Across Proposals

Assessing Predictions 
about Effects 
of Educational Choice 
Policies

Part I Part II



Death, Taxes, and Outlandish Predictions 
about School Choice

• For three decades, state lawmakers have introduced new 
ESA, voucher, and tax-credit scholarship bills

• Without fail – choice skeptics have responded with some 
colorful "predictions" on their impact on district schools

• These predictions range from gloomy to downright 
apocalyptic

In 1999, Arizona State University Professor David Berliner claimed that voucher programs “could end 
up resembling the ethnic cleansing occurring in Kosovo...”



Arizona
“Not only are the tuition tax 
credits a transparent diversion 
of public funds to private 
education, but they further 
weaken the public school 
system.” - Arizona Daily Sun, 
Editorial (April 1997)

Florida
“This is the day that will go 
down in the annals of Florida 
history as the day we 
abandoned the public 
schools and the day that we 
abandoned, more 
importantly, our children.”
– Florida State Rep. Debbie 
Wasserman Schultz (March 
1999)



Indiana
“So what we have is a 
proposal here that’s going to 
damage our public schools 
because it's going to siphon 
money away from our 
schools. And in the end, we’re 
going to have no improved 
achievement.”
- Indiana Rep. Matt Pierce 

(March, 2011)

Ohio
“This [voucher] plan is 
the greatest threat to 
the public schools we have 
ever faced.” – Oliver Ocasek, 
President, Ohio State Board of 
Education (October, 1993)



Wisconsin
“I know of no advantage to our corner of the state to supporting the 
choice program. It will only drain resources from our schools.”
– Jamie Benson, superintendent of the River Valley School District 
(September, 2011)



What Actually 
Happened?

The hypothesis that 
educational choice 
policies lead to the 
defunding of public 
schools is false.





Performance Catastrophe Nowhere to be Found



These studies examined nine voucher programs, one tax-credit scholarship 
program, and one privately funded scholarship program across eight states and 
Washington, D.C. 



Part II
The relationship between the 
intensity of choice opponents’ 

rhetoric and the size and scope of 
the choice proposal on which they 

are commenting



Programs in Our Study



“I believe [this ESA bill] would be the beginning of the end to 
public education.”
- Kentucky Governor Andrew Beshear on a program available to no more than 0.6 percent of Kentucky students

“The sales pitch [for the school choice bill] is that all parents 
should get school money and take it where they want. The 
final cost is the end of America’s great egalitarian school 
system.”
- Max Brantley, Arkansas political commentator on a program that will serve fewer than 0.1 percent of Arkansas 
students









Same level of heated, recycled rhetoric regardless of program size


