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Vive
l’éducation libre!

Andrew J. Coulson
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our refrigerator is looking a little bare, so you drive
to the local public nutrition office to which you
have been assigned. Once there, you are handed
the bags of groceries that voters have determined are
right for your family.
Of course, grocery shopping doesn’t actually work
that way, but schooling does. Most children in Canada
and the United States are assigned to a publicly run
school based on where they live and are taught a centrally
determined curriculum. The structure of our education
system is not only different from most other fields; it’s different even from other fields in which we wish to ensure
universal access.
To ensure universal access to food, for instance, the
US government operates a “food stamps” program that
subsidizes grocery purchases for low-income families,
but the grocery stores themselves are privately run. To
the extent that the Canadian government plays a role in
helping parents feed and clothe their children, it is exclusively through financial assistance programs such as
the National Child Benefit tax credit (Canada Revenue
Agency, 2009). Canada also has a network of private,
non-profit food banks (Food Banks Canada, 2009).
Why doesn’t education follow the same pattern?
Why do the governments of most liberal democracies
not only fund but also operate schools? Public school
advocates offer two key justifications for this practice:
that a uniform educational experience is needed to equip
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children to live in and contribute to a democratic nation,
and that education would not benefit from market freedoms and incentives.
Counterexamples to the first argument easily come
to mind. The early private school experiences of John
F. Kennedy, Jean Chrétien, and Barack Obama do not
seem to have stunted their ability to succeed in public
life. No doubt readers can think of other examples. But we
needn’t rely on anecdotes. Many academic studies have
compared the ability of public and independent schools
to encourage civic engagement, teach the workings of
government, and promote among children a tolerance of
people who are different from themselves. That research
is seldom cited by those who assert that public schools
play an essential civic role, and with good reason.
Political scientist Patrick J. Wolf (2007) surveyed
the scientific literature on these questions and found
that autonomous, freely chosen schools are superior to
assigned public schools in their civic outcomes. Virtually all of the studies he identified compared public to
private schools, while the remaining few compared assigned public schools to parent-chosen public alternatives such as “charter” and “magnet” schools.1 Together,
these studies reported 36 reliable (i.e., statistically significant) findings. Thirty-three of them favoured private or
chosen schools (figure 1).
The most extensively studied area was political tolerance, in which students were usually asked to identify

belief is often treated as an axiom, rather than a testable
hypothesis, and on the few occasions when it has been
addressed empirically, most of the relevant scientific research has been ignored.
To make that research more accessible, I recently
compiled the most comprehensive literature review
to date (Coulson, 2009) comparing public and private
schools across a host of outcomes: academic achievement,
efficiency (measured as achievement test score points
per dollar spent), parental satisfaction, the orderliness
of classrooms, maintenance of facilities, subsequent earnings of graduates, and educational attainment (highest
grade eventually completed). In all, I identified 65 studies that report 156 separate public versus private sector
comparisons, covering some of the richest and poorest
nations on Earth. These studies were careful to control for
differences in the characteristics of students in the different types of schools, and so were able to make apples-toapples comparisons. Furthermore, each of these studies
compared public and private schools within rather than
between countries, so that country-specific factors related to educational outcomes would not skew the results.
But a “private” school in the United States is not the
same as a “private” school in the Netherlands or Chile, for example. In virtuFigure 1: Civic outcomes of private/chosen schools vs.
ally all US states, private schools are
traditional public schools, number of significant and
lightly regulated and receive little or
insignificant findings
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their least-liked political group and then asked whether
they would let members of that group exercise such rights
as free speech and pursuit of public office. Only a single
finding favoured public school students in this area, while
11 favoured students in private or chosen schools, and
nine showed no significant difference between the two
types of schools.
In fact, the only area in which public school students came out ahead was in patriotism (though just one
research finding was available in this area, limiting our
ability to generalize). Given that 64% of Canadians wish
that their fellow countrymen were more patriotic (United
Press International, 2009, July 1), this might give some
readers pause. And yet, weighed against the advantage of
private or chosen schools in every other civic outcome, a
modest abatement in national pride might not seem an
exorbitant price to pay.
With the first justification for a uniform educational
experience addressed, we can examine the other core
assumption undergirding the collective ownership and
operation of schools: that education is simply not like
other fields and that it would not benefit from the freedoms and incentives of a competitive marketplace. This
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Figure 2: Outcomes of market vs. monopoly school systems,
compare, and then only look at
studies of those types of schools.
number of significant and insignificant findings
Since we want to know whether
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There are 59 statistically significant findings showing that marketlike education systems outperform
government monopoly systems, and only four findings of
The facts in education policy have changed—or raththe reverse, resulting in a ratio of nearly 15 to 1 in favour of
er, it has become clear that our key assumptions about the
market-like education systems. There are only 13 statistifacts have been completely backward. The rational thing
cally insignificant findings among these market-monopoly
to do would be to change public policy to reflect realcomparisons, and every finding comparing the efficiency
ity—that is, to bring minimally regulated education marof market and monopoly systems is both statistically sigkets within the reach of all families through a financial
nificant and favours markets. In other words, education
assistance mechanism that allows the incentives of the
can and does benefit from market freedoms and incentives.
free enterprise system to flourish. Vive l’éducation libre!
To sum up, the conventional wisdom presumes that
collectively run schools are essential to the survival of
Notes
democracy and civil society, and that education cannot
benefit from consumer choice and market incentives.
1 Charter and magnet schools are public schools that are exBut sometimes the conventional wisdom is wrong. Just
empt from some of the regulations that govern their tradias science eventually showed us that the world is round
tional public counterparts. They usually have more autonomy
and that the sun is at the center of our solar system, it
in staffing, for instance, and students must choose to attend
now reveals that free and competitive education markets
them; they are not part of an automatic assignment “catchconsistently outperform assigned public schools.
ment” area.
How should we react to this mountain of scientific
evidence? We would do well to emulate the economist
2 This cutoff point is admittedly arbitrary, but since most of
John Maynard Keynes. When criticized for changing
the private schools that qualify as “market” schools under this
his position on several important issues over the years,
paper’s definition actually derive all or virtually all of their
Keynes responded, “When the facts change, I change my
funding from parents, the results of this study are robust to
alternative cutoff values.
mind. What do you do?” (Malabre, 1994: 220).
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3 For the purposes of my analysis, “non-negligible” is defined
as greater than or equal to 30%—that is, “monopoly” public
schools receive at least 30% more government funding than
private schools do. While this is an admittedly subjective cutoff point, very few studies deal with private schools that receive
any government funding whatsoever, while the public schools
they study are fully government funded—a clear monopoly
scenario. Hence, the conclusions described here would be robust to a much higher cutoff on the government funding level
that qualifies public schools as monopolies.
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