TESTIMONY
FEBRUARY 16, 2011

children trapped
in failing schools
need help
by Audrey Spalding
Chairman Dieckhaus and Vice

ignores several realities. Roughly 200

House Education Committee, thank you

Missouri public school districts had

for the opportunity to testify about House

a majority of students scoring below

Bill 393, the Parent Empowerment

proficient on the Missouri Assessment

and Choice Act. My name is Audrey

Program (MAP) mathematics test

Spalding, and I am a policy analyst

in 2010.1 Additionally, a majority of

for the Show-Me Institute, a nonprofit

districts are not making Adequate Yearly

Missouri-based think tank that supports

Progress (AYP), with 63 percent of

free-market solutions to state policy.

school districts falling below the 2010

The ideas I present here are my own,

target.2

and should not necessarily be taken as
representative of the institute.

Yet only two of Missouri’s 522
school districts are unaccredited.

Under Missouri law, parents have

According to the Missouri Supreme

very few options when it comes to actively

Court ruling in Jane Turner v. School

impacting the education of their children

District of Clayton, students at

in the state public school system. As a

unaccredited districts should be able to

parent, if your child is enrolled in a public

choose to attend better public schools.

school, you can vote in school board

But right now those students are being

elections and on tax issues, and you can

turned away, because, other public

attend your district’s board of education

school districts say, there’s no room.

meetings — but you are, for the most

In this climate of mediocre education

part, incapable of taking action if the

gains, with some school districts actually

public school system is failing your child.

becoming worse at educating students,

Of course, I am talking specifically

Audrey Spalding is a policy
analyst at the Show-Me
Institute, an independent
think tank promoting
free-market solutions for
Missouri public policy.

This top-down education policy

Chairman Cookson, and members of the

and no feasible options available for

about low-income parents who do not

students at Missouri’s two unaccredited

have the money to pay both school

districts, it is time to consider new public

property taxes and pay for private school

policies to expand educational choice in

tuition. The choice for those parents

Missouri.

has been made for them: Their child will
attend the local public school.

H.B. 393, if passed by this legislature,
would expand the ability of parents to

take an active role in the public education

review process. The charter school agency

of their children. Under this legislation, a

selected will have the ability to implement

majority of parents of a failing school can

at the school a restructuring model that

request through petition that the school

has previously proved successful.

be reopened as a charter school, that the

option, students will be able to attend

in the form of vouchers be made available

other schools that are succeeding within

so that students can attend and pay for

the public school district. Again, this will

better public or private schools.

enable parents to choose the best option

As someone who has studied
education public policy, I am excited

It would be
futile for the
legislature
to try to add
specifications
about what
constitutes
failing schools.
If 50 percent
of the parents
of a school’s
students think
that the school is
failing, whether
because of low
test scores, a
high dropout
rate, or safety
concerns, then it
is failing.

If parents choose the “closure”

school be closed, or that educational choice

about this proposal to expand educational

for their children, instead of waiting for a
failing school to try to “get it right.”
If parents choose the voucher option,

choice for all. It is time that failing public

this will enable them to send their children

schools be held accountable.

to better public or private schools. This

Policy Strengths of the
Parent Empowerment and
Choice Act
The three trigger options listed in H.B.
393 focus on promoting what works in
education, not what hasn’t worked.
The three options available to
parents under H.B. 393 are all good

option is especially good policy because
it allows public education dollars to follow
students to good schools instead of
continuing to fund schools that are failing.
H.B. 393 does not specify which
characteristics mean that a district is
“failing.”
The Parent Empowerment and Choice
Act is strong because it places no limits

ways to encourage educational growth in

on which schools parents can petition for

Missouri. If a school is failing its students,

reform. It would be futile for the legislature

awarding it more money won’t remake the

to try to add specifications about what

school into a better one. Eric Hanushek,

constitutes failing schools. If 50 percent of

renowned K–12 education scholar and

the parents of a school’s students think that

senior fellow at the Hoover Institution of

the school is failing, whether because of low

Stanford University, has shown that it is

test scores, a high dropout rate, or safety

not the amount of funding that leads to

concerns, then it is failing. If the state were

district success, but rather the structure

to impose limits on the number or type of

of funding. Research commissioned by

schools that parents can trigger, it would be

the Show-Me Institute has found similar

cementing some students in schools that

results here in Missouri.

are failing — albeit failing in a way that the

3

4

If a school is doing so poorly that a
majority of parents sign a petition asking
for closure or restructuring the school as a
charter school, it is time to act.
If parents choose the “restart” option,

state neglected to identify beforehand.
H.B. 393 could enable the creation of
charter schools throughout Missouri.
Furthermore, this legislation, whether
through amendments or in concert with

the school will be reopened as a charter

other legislation, would allow parents

school, and will be managed by a charter

statewide the ability to petition to reopen

school agency selected through a rigorous

their school as a charter school. Currently,

the state of Missouri limits charter schools

If this committee wants to expand

only to Saint Louis and Kansas City. That

educational choice throughout the state,

law hinders the education of students

then I encourage it to either strengthen

trapped in failing schools elsewhere in the

H.B. 393 so that it will supersede existing

state. What difference is there between
a child attending a failing public school in
Kansas City and a child attending a failing
public school in Springfield? The only

limits to charter schools, or pass companion
legislation that will authorize the creation of
charter schools throughout the state.

difference is that one has the option of

Overall, the Parent
Empowerment and
Choice Act Would Expand
Educational Choice
in Missouri

charter schools, while the other does not.

Suggested Improvements
to the Parent Empowerment
and Choice Act
Voucher funding language could be
improved.
The Parent Empowerment and Choice
Act could be improved by changing the
language that discusses the calculation of
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Ensure that parents throughout the
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not.
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