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kindergarten readiness. And it also indicates how much more
we could gain from the current NAEP administration with
kindergarten data. Testing students in kindergarten could also
give the public and policymakers a better understanding of how
much students are learning in grades K-4, by establishing a
baseline against which growth can be measured.

A Worthy Challenge

To be sure, the wizards who oversee the NAEP would have
to figure out a number of technical and design challenges. For
example, should the test focus on kindergarten readiness, and
therefore be given in the fall? Or should officials focus on a
spring assessment, to align with tests for the 4th, 8th, and 12th
grades? How will they make sure that all test takers have access to
similar devices and connectivity, so the testing conditions are the
same from school to school? What if some kindergarteners are
more familiar with technology than others? And when it comes
to literacy, should the assessment focus solely on fluency, or the
skill of sounding out words and making sense of them, or should
it also focus on comprehension, even if students aren't actually
reading yet themselves? How will NAEP’s sampling work given
that kindergarten, while ubiquitous, is not universal?

Even with modern technologies, kindergarten assessments

aren’t quite as valid and reliable as those for older students.
At least that’s the case for i-Ready Assessment and MAP
Growth, partly because their vertical scales start at grade
K and there’s always more statistical noise at the bottom
and the top of such scales. Officials would need to figure
out how to make a kindergarten NAEP as trustworthy as its
other assessments.

And then there are the financial and political headwinds.
As it stands, NAEP doesn’t have enough money to implement
all of the assessments officials would like to give. So if we were
to add kindergarten testing, Congress would either have to
provide more money, or tests in other subject areas or grade
levels would need to be cut.

None of these challenges should be insurmountable. f NAEP
were being designed today from scratch, it's hard to imagine that
kindergarten assessments would not be included in the package.
We've been operating in the dark around early childhood long
enough. It’s time to turn on the lights.

Michael J. Petrilli is president of the Thomas B. Fordham Institute,
research fellow at Stanford Universitys Hoover Institution, co-
editor of How to Educate an American, and executive editor
of Education Next.
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at states where we feel that, over a three- to five-year period,
we can change the legislative composition to be favorable to
choice and where we can help elect a governor who is receptive
to signing such legislation.

In 2020 we backed 390 state legislators and won 337 of
those seats, concentrated in 13 states. And what resulted
in 2021 was the passage of legislation funding 150,000 new
private-school seats, at about $6,000 dollars apiece—almost
$900 million of government money. And, as you mentioned,
there were also increases in homeschooling and in charter
enrollment. This shift is having a big political influence too,
in how people vote once they see how their children are
benefiting from these programs.

What do you see as the main driver here?

I think it’s the culmination of a lot of frustration that parents
have had over the years—and particularly the kind of parents
we try to help, low-income parents, and this is changing how
they are voting.

Governor Doug Ducey from Arizona told me he got 44
percent of the Hispanic vote the last time he ran. He said,
“That’s only because of this issue of school choice. That’s the
only reason I got that kind of percentage.” And when Ron
DeSantis’s opponent, Tallahassee mayor Andrew Gillum, said,
“We’re going to end the school-choice programs in Florida,”
DeSantis ended up getting 18 percent of the Black female
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vote in the gubernatorial election. That was 70,000 votes, and
he won by 30,000 votes. So this is changing outcomes, with
people who are simply tired of seeing what’s happening to their
children, who are subject to sending their kids to schools that
none of us would ever let our kids go to.

Are political leaders talking to one another from state
to state? Is this what’s moving the conversation?

Yes, I think school choice is finally gaining traction in a
way we’ve never seen before. And in this next election cycle,
the federation will have 550 different state legislative races to
invest in if we are able to raise the funds to do so. Governors
understand the implications of school choice, and politicians
of color are understanding it is good for their constituents. So
we don’t view this as a Republican issue or a Democratic issue.
About 20 percent of the money we give to candidates every year
goes to Democrats. We’d like it to be a lot higher than that.

And I think that, with what happened in the wake of George
Floyd’s murder and the riots in the summer of 2020, you cannot
have a real conversation about systemic racism if you do not talk
about K-12 and the outcomes for these kids. It is what’s holding
back students of color in this country. It’s an inconvenient truth.
If we do not talk about this, I don’t think we will be able to make
substantial progress moving forward.

This is an edited excerpt from an Education Exchange podcast,
which can be heard at educationnext.org.
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“This Is the Civil-Rights Issue of Our Time”

Philanthropist of the Year Bill Oberndorf explains
a state-based strategy for advancing school choice

ILL OBERNDORF has committed his resources

to expanding opportunities for children from dis-

advantaged backgrounds. He chairs the American

Federation for Children, which funds scholarships
for low-income students to attend private schools and supports
pro-school-choice political candidates at the state level. In 2021,
Oberndorf was named the Simon-DeVos Philanthropist of
the Year by the Philanthropy Roundtable, a national associa-
tion of philanthropists. Education Next
senior editor Paul Peterson recently
spoke with Oberndorf about the state
of school choice in America.

Paul Peterson: Why did you de-
cide to focus much of your philan-
thropy on helping disadvantaged
children attend private school?

Bill Oberndorf: I felt extremely
fortunate that I was able to attend a
wonderful private school in Cleveland,
and only because my grandparents set
aside and saved money for the education
of my brothers and me. I felt that every
kid who wants to work hard in school,
whose parents want something better for
them, should have access to the kind of
education that best fits the needs of that
child. T feel that this is the civil-rights
issue of our time.

The idea of private-school choice
through government-funded vouchers was proposed
by Milton Friedman in the 1950s. Seventy years later,
we have only a few such programs in this country.
Why has it been so difficult to build public support
for this idea?

I remember talking to Milton Friedman about this shortly
before he died. He said, “Well, we’re just about right on schedule.
It takes decades for ideas to take root before they really can
flourish.” So Milton was not deterred. The opposition has come
from the teachers unions, which are such a powerful force and
funding source for the Democratic Party that this has created
major obstacles along the way.

But the good news is that now there are private-school choice
programs in 22 states. And 45 states plus D.C. have charter-
school programs.

Yes, but in recent years it seemed like progress was
stalling out. In 2016 in Massachusetts, for example, a
ballot initiative to expand charter schools was defeated,

“You cannot have a real
conversation about systemic
racism if you do not talk
about K-12 and the outcomes
for students of color.”

even though charter schools in Massachusetts seemed
to be doing very well. There were also divisions within
the school-choice movement, and the energy seemed to
be disappearing. How were you assessing the state of
school choice at that time?

The charter-school movement had scaled up to around 3
million students enrolled, and suddenly, for the first time, that
sector was feeling the kind of union opposition that the private-
school choice movement had felt all
along. This did create a lull, but since
then, some important things have
happened that have helped change
the overall trajectory of the advocacy
and implementation of private-school
and charter-school choice.

What’s happened, of course, is
the Covid-19 pandemic, and the
shutting down of district schools
across the country, with private
schools remaining open in many
places. Do you think that’s criti-
cal to what seems to be a turning
of public opinion today?

Yes. The tide went out because of
Covid, and many people who never
had been touched by the impact
of union power suddenly felt that
impact. The other factor was that
because so much remote instruction
was going on, parents actually saw for the first time the qual-
ity of the teaching in their kids’ classrooms, and they didn’t
like what they saw. This was a real eye-opener, and it has
caused the acceptance and popularity of education choice
to skyrocket.

Over the last school year, a lot of people moved
away from the standard district-run school, either
to the private sector, to charter schools, or to home-
schooling, which has exploded. Is this people voting
with their feet against what was happening during
the pandemic?

Absolutely. And at the American Federation for Children,
which is now the largest school-choice organization in the
country, we start with funding state legislative races and directly
backing candidates. You referenced the ballot initiative losing
in Massachusetts. There has never been a ballot initiative that’s
passed, because it’s too easy to knock them off. Instead, we look
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