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Abstract

Referenda on whether to allow parents greater choice over where to send their children to
elementary and secondary schools had always been soundly rejected by American voters—uny



“If we employ (in the public sector) one of our men, we increase our
vote count while decreasing theirs. Let’s help a man get a job and we
will have the effect of four votes for DPS. Putting efforts into active
measurements for employment is not an expense but an investment and
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that, for a given amount of educational spending, competition and choice will lead to better
outcomes for students who attend schools of choice and for students who remain in traditional
public schools. On the other hand, opponents suggest that these benefits will not be obtained,
students who remain in traditional public schools will receive a worse education, and that greater
parental choice will lead to more stratification across schools and in educational outcomes by
race and class.

This paper analyzes voting patterns for the first school choice measure to pass via a
statewide referendum—the 2012 Georgia Charter Schools Amendment, which passed in
November 2012 with the support of 58.6% of voters. Passage of the amendment allowed the
Georgia General Assembly to form a state-level commission empowered to approve the creation
of charter schools—even if the charter schools did not have the support of the local public school
board. In 2008, the Georgia General Assembly had, under House Bill (HB) 881, created a state
commission with the power to approve charter schools, even if local public schools boards
opposed them. However, the Georgia Supreme Court ruled HB 881 unconstitutional in 2011
thereby closing the state’s charter school commission. Prompted by the court ruling, the Georgia
General Assembly, by a two-thirds majority, passed the 2012 Georgia Charter Schools
Amendment thereby leading to the referendum passed by Georgia voters in November 2012,

This passage of the 2012 Georgia Charter Schools Amendment was the first time in
American history that a statewide referendum was passed by voters to enact greater parental
choice in education.® All prior attempts failed at the ballot box—usually by significant margins
(Brunner and Sonstelie, 2003). Thus, it is interesting to investigate the factors associated with
passage of the Georgia Amendment.

We use county-level Census data, public school district data aggregated to the county
level, and county charter school history to analyze the determinants of support for the charter
school amendment across Georgia counties. Our results indicate that voter support for the
charter school amendment was higher when there were lower public school graduation rates,
higher private school enrollment, more Demaocratic-leaning voters, higher homeownership rates,
more African-Americans, more school-aged children, and more educated adults. In contrast,

having a higher proportion of public school employees was associated with less support for the

® Later that evening, on Election Day 2012, the voters of Washington State passed, by a very slim majority, the
second education choice referendum in U.S. history. The Washington State measure is more modest in scope than
Georgia’s (Rich, 2012).



charter school amendment, and this effect was quantitatively very large. Interestingly, counties
that had charter schools that were approved previously by the state of Georgia—and not by their
local school boards—were more likely to vote for the charter school amendment, but counties
that had charter schools approved by their local school boards prior to passage of the amendment
were less likely to support the amendment.

The rest of the paper is organized as follows: Section Il describes the evolution of charter
school policy in Georgia and the November 2012 Georgia Charter Schools Amendment. Section
I11 contains a survey of the literature on the political support for charter schools and school
vouchers. In the literature review, we discuss the various hypotheses that have been put forth as
determinants of support for greater parental choice in K-12 education. The data and empirical
model are described in Section IV, and Section V presents our results. Concluding remarks are

given in section V1.

2. Charter School Policy in Georgia
In 1998, the Georgia General Assembly passed its first law that permitted the creation of

“start-






Figure 2. The Distribution of State-Approved Charter Schools by County

e I — " -1
- =










3. Literature Review
Charter Schools
There is an extensive empirical literature on whether charter public schools lead to better
outcomes for students than traditional public schools. For example, using a quasi-experimental
approach, Raymond et al. (2013) analyze the performance of charter schools and traditional

public schools in 25 states plus Washington, D.C. and New York City. Their conclusion is: “On



permissive charter creation laws, while Alvarez (2003) did not find teacher-student ratios in
public schools to be associated with the legal ease or difficulty of creating charter schools.
Alvarez (2003) found that teacher unions made it less likely that a state passed a charter school
law. Neither Hassel (1999) nor Alvarez (2003) found the presence of teachers’ unions to be
associated with charter school law strength.

Using state level data, Stoddard and Corcoran (2007) analyze which states had passed
charter school laws by 1999 and by 2004 and the strength of state charter school laws by 2004.°
Stoddard and Corcoran found that charter schools law passage is more likely with more

population heterogeneity, more income inequality, more educational (tio)
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As considered by Brunner et al. (2001), Fischel (2001), Nechyba (2000), and Brunner
and Sonstelie (2003), property values for homeowners may be affected by the adoption of school
vouchers. Each of these studies found that homeowners vote for school choice bills based on
how their property values will be affected. Fischel (2001) called this group “homevoters” —

those who vote based on how a proposal will affect their home values. Because vouchers lower
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universal voucher proposition. They used this measure as a proxy for percent of the electorate
who worked for the public school system. While some employed in education services could
have been employees in higher education or in private K-12 schools, they found a large and
negative relationship between their proxy for public school employment and support for

universal vouchers. They suggest that public school employees may fear vouchers because they
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The model also includes the percentage of a the local population that is school aged
(between 5 and 17 years of age), the graduation rate of a county’s public schools, and the share
of local students attending private schools or being home-schooled. A larger number of school
aged children should increase the salience of education as an issue among voters and lead to an
increase in support for the charter amendment. The county’s public school graduation rate is
included in the model as a measure of public school quality. It is anticipated that the graduation
rate is will be negatively related to the share of voters favoring the amendment because a higher
graduation rate may indicate more satisfaction with local schools and less possibility that charter
schools will represent an improvement over the available educational options. The share of local
children attending private schools or being homeschooled should be positively related to support
for the charter amendment; in choosing to homeschool or send their children to private school
parents of these children have revealed that they think local public schools are somehow
inadequate for their children’s needs. Moreover, parents who currently send their children to
private schools could benefit from local charter schools by avoiding tuition payments.

To control for any ideological preferences for or against charter schools, the model
includes each  ar4(n)-1( pr)n0.02) -0.a-6(y)206 Tc -0.002 Tw [(s.62 0 11.18i)-2(n)-10(g)1tdren rpu[(ppor)3(t
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Percent homeowners 70.18 7.97 33.66 85.82 U.S. Census Bureau 2010 Census

Percent bachelor's or higher 10.06  5.16 3.02 29.95 U.S. Census Bureau 2010 Census
Percent white 66.22  17.27 18.87 97.72  U.S. Census Bureau 2010 Census
Percent black 27.87 17.48 0.35
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Percent bachelor’s or higher 0.60** 0.51**

(0.18) (0.20)
Percent black 0.08*
(0.05)
Percent Asian 1.11
(0.90)
Percent other race -0.17
(0.15)
Percent private 0.42*%* 0.44**
(0.19) (0.20)
County population 0.10 0.07
(0.08) (0.12)
Local charters -0.91** -0.89**
(0.40) (0.39)
State charters 2.14 2.58
(1.75) (1.76)
Percent Obama votes 0.18**
(0.05)
Constant 20.41* 35.54**
(10.64) (10.64)
R? 0.46 0.44
F-stat 16.72 13.09

N=158. Robust standard errors are in parentheses.
** significant at 5%; * significant at 10%

As expected, a county’s prior experience with charter schools is related to voting on the
charter amendment. Counties with one state approved charter have an increase of over 2
percentage points in voter support for the charter school referendum relative to a county with no
state-approved charters. This result suggests that counties with prior difficulty getting local
approval for charters have more support for the amendment, but the effect is not statistically
significant. By contrast, the presence of a locally approved charter reduces support by about one
percentage point; apparently voters in these counties feel less need for a state approval option
since they have been able to get charters approved at the local level.
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Likewise, the homeownership percentage has a positive effect, though it is imprecisely
estimated in the model with racial population shares. The positive relationship here may arise
from the fact that state funding of state-approved charters could reduce local property taxes, as
the state was funding new charter schools, or the view that local charter schools would be of
relatively high quality and increase property values.

As expected, an increase in public school employees is associated with less support for
the amendment. The results indicate that a 1 percentage point increase in public school
employees in a county corresponds to more than a 4 percentage point decrease in support for the
amendment. The large negative effect is consistent with the view that public school employees
feel threatened by an alternative path for approving charter schools since charter school
flexibility includes the ability to hire teachers who are not state certified and to eliminate fair
dismissal protections for teachers, which some call teacher tenure. The magnitude of this result
is also consistent with the view expressed at the quote at the top of this paper that giving one
person a government job may lead to three additional votes.

A county’s public school graduation rate is negatively related to support for the charter
school amendment. As with previous research on vouchers, this result suggests that there is less
support for educational options in areas where existing public schools are perceived to be
functioning fairly well.

There is a large positive effect associated with the share of the population between ages 5
and 17. This finding suggests that parents with school-age children strongly support the
amendment and its provision for state approved charter schools. Likewise, the percentage of the
population having bachelor’s degrees is associated with increased support for the amendment.
More private and homeschool enrollment is also associated with more support for the
amendment.

When political affiliation is included, the results indicate that a 10 percentage point
increase in the percentage of voters who voted for President Obama in the 2012 presidential
election corresponds to an increase of almost two percentage points of support for the charter
amendment. This contrasts the idea that Democrats tend to oppose school choice measures
relative to Republicans. While the prior literature finds this partisan difference with regards to
elected officials—with Republicans much more likely to support school choice relative to

Democrats, there seems to be a difference when it comes to voters with Demaocratic voters more
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Appendix: Data sources

Demographic data are from the Census Bureau 2010
at: http://factfinder2.census.qov/faces/nav/jsf/pages/searchresults.xhtml?refresh=t

Data on the Charter Amendment results are from Georgia Secretary of State — 2012 Election
Results at: http://results.enr.clarityelections.com/GA/40378/94809/en/md.html?cid=94120

Data on public school employees are from the Certified Personnel Index — provided by the
Georgia Dept. of Education

Data on high school graduation rates are from the Governor’s Office of School Accountability
at: www.gaosa.org

Number of charter schools for 2010-11 school year from: Georgia Dept. of Education Charter
Schools Division

Data on 2012 Obama votes from Georgia Secretary of State — 2012 Election Results
at: http://results.enr.clarityelections.com/GA/42277/113204/en/md_data.html?cid=5000&
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