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PUTTING FAMILY CHOICE
TO THE VOTE

Primary and secondary education should :'

be organized around the principle of

‘family ‘choice of schools. So believe some

American parents who have just organ-
ized a political campaign in California
designed to revolutionize their state’s
educational scheme. If the effort is
successful; education in California would
no longer be provided in accordance with
the ‘bureaucratic’ model that largely
characterizes schooling in America and
Britain today; instead, education would
be based on the ‘consumer’ model.

The idea in-a nutshell is that the state
would no longer fund schools at all.
Instead, every child would be entitled to
a scholarship to be used at the school the
family selected — whether private or
public. Many have termed the scheme a
‘youcher’ plan, and that is a fair enough
label; but it is important to understand
that the California proposal contains pro-
visions intended to assure that family
choice furthers social justice. First, par-
ticipating schools would have to take all
applicants, selecting by lot if demand
exceeded the space available. Second,
participating schools would have to
accept the scholarship in full payment of
their fees. Finally, while there would be
little regulation of participating schools,
substantial disclosure would be required.

Stephen Sugarman

In short, the plan seeks to move edu-
cation onto the informed consumer
model on the ground that this is best for
children. For a fuller explanation of this
idea and the arguments for family choice
see my article in WHERE 147.

The people’s initiative

Equally noteworthy, this proposal is
being taken directly to the citizens of
California through the device of the
people’s initiative.

. In America {as in Britain) the usual
rule is that legislation is enacted by
elected legislators. At the national level
this is really the only rule; people elect
Members of Congress who adopt the laws.
At the state and local level, however (at
least in a number of American states)
there are two other mechanisms available.
One is the referendum by which the state
or local legislative body submits a matter
to the voters directly. This happens quite
frequently in a state like California where
many tax levies and bond issues (in-
cluding those intended to finance the
building of new schools) must be
approved by the voters, and where the
state and many cities are continually
seeking changes in their basic organic
documents, the state constitution and

city charters respectively. It is the second
device. that is of more interest here — the
people’s initiative.

In California if a sufficient number of
registered voters (now about 600,000 in z
state with more than 20 million people)
validly sign the proper petitions, nearly
any kind of proposition must be put to a
vote at the next general election. If the
proposition is approved by a majority of
those voting, it becomes part of the Cali-
fornia constitution and as such cannot be
changed- except by a further public vote.
Although used elsewhere in America, the
initiative process is most clearly associ-
ated with California where its use for con-
troversial matters has been most
conspicuous.

How it is used

Since the initiative is typically used
after efforts at ordinary legislation have
failed, it is not surprising that the process
has been employed by the Left, the Right
and those with no obvious political
leaning. For example, some -environ-
mentalists have felt that the state legis- |
lature has not been concerned enough
about problems of air, water and nuclear
pollution or protecting  California’s
magnificent coastline.” As a result in ||
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® Diagram from Los Angeles Times.
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