from the editors

The New Education Market

Examining the early responses of public schools to competition

fter the September 11 terrorist attacks, President

Bush asked Pennsylvania governor Tom Ridge to

devote his energy to finding ways to strengthen

the country’s domestic security. Before the tragedy,
Ridge had worked equally hard at introducing competition
into Pennsylvania’s education system. On the last page of this
issue, Ridge explains why.

How will competition affect traditional public schools?
Will they increase their productivity? Slide into passivity and
bankruptcy? Turn into charity schools for the very poor and
downcast? Shed responsibility for teaching chal-

scores rose when public schools were placed in more compet-
itive contexts in Milwaukee, Michigan, Arizona, and Florida.

What policy changes actually produced these test-score
gains? The participants in our forum take a close look at the com-
petitive environments in Milwaukee, Michigan, and Arizona and
find tangible changes hard to come by.

The most visible response to competition has been aggres-
sive advertising campaigns. Perhaps more important changes
are occurring at the grassroots. But turning a disheveled
mountain of public education into a national schoolhouse on

ahill will be a job as daunting as the marvelous,
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however, should we not at least listen to the

first whispers of information emanating from experiments
currently under way? Undoubtedly the hints they provide will
be subtle and ambiguous. Much as weak signals from the outer
realms of the universe are both hard to detect and even more
difficult to interpret, so, too, preliminary findings about the ways
in which new forms of school choice will shape the public
schools are hardly definitive. Yet few scientists would ignore well-
researched results.

So it is that we bring together in this issue the best of the
new evidence on how choice may be affecting public schools as
well as a robust, informed conversation about its longer-term
potential. The carefully conducted research by Caroline Hoxby
and Jay Greene tells us that choice—even the threat of choice—
provokes a detectable response from the public schools. Test

riculum-based exams in order to graduate, point-
ing out that students learn more and schools become more
focused whenever these exit exams are in place. Maris Vinovskis
calls attention to the misuse of the federal research dollar in edu-
cation and the need for a basic restructuring of the federal
research enterprise. And our forum on urban schools reveals
that much of the governmental gyrating that is termed reform
simply replaces one batch of ineffective institutions with
another. If choice has yet to provide the definitive word on school
reform, the governmental rearrangements conventionally
attempted hardly seem more attractive.

-THE EDITORS
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