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Who is Afraid of School Choice?'

Andrea Diem* and Stefan C.Wolter*

1 Introduction

Free choice of school and hence competition between schools in Switzerland is
an interesting theme also for international comparative research, for at least two
reasons: On the one hand, Switzerland is an OECD country with an extremely
low percentage of private schools (just 4%, compared with the OECD average of
11%, OECD 2010), and there is little or no option to choose one public school
in preference to another due to the fact that the public schools children attend are
determined by their place of residence. On the other hand, free school choice is an
ongoing political issue which features regularly in cantonal referendums. Hence,
voters have expressed their views now and again - in some regions more than oth-
ers - on proposed changes in policy with respect to school choice options.

This paper is motivated by three underlying research questions; Firstly, school
choice options for parents can differ in content and presentation, and it is not clear
whether all conceivable models would attract equal support, or opposition, from
the voting public (see Bearse et al. 2009). School choice options can consist in
a) legalizing private schools (a prohibition on private schools was in force in some
Swiss cantons right into the 20th century), b) providing state subsidies or funding
for private schools for one and all or, alternatively, for low-income groups (with
"selective" or needs-based education vouchers), or c) allowing people to choose
freely between public or state schools. Since actual political propositions have often
put just one single model to the vote, it is difficult to judge, even with the existing
expressions of the will of the voters, whether all the models for the expansion of
choice would be judged in the same way. Since no school-choice proposals have
ever been put to the vote in a national referendum, we do not have the option of
taking an exit poll for the whole of the country.^ Instead, the method we have cho-

Swiss Coordination Centre for Research in Education (SKBF), CH-5000 Aarau, andrea.diem@
skbf-csre.ch and Stefan.wolter@skbf-csre.ch.

We gratefully acknowledge Maria A. Cattaneo for her support in generating the data and the
survey questionnaire, and the two anonymous referees and the editor for their helpful comments
and suggestions.
Examples for relevant exit poll analyses are Bonoli and Häusermann (2009), analyzing Swiss
referendum results on the basis of VOX data (VOX analyses are polls conducted after every ref-
erendum) or Catterall and Chapleau (2003) investigating the main reasons for and against the
introduction of education vouchers in the USA.

s
o
u
r
c
e
:
 
h
t
t
p
s
:
/
/
d
o
i
.
o
r
g
/
1
0
.
7
8
9
2
/
b
o
r
i
s
.
4
0
2
9
1
 
|
 
d
o
w
n
l
o
a
d
e
d
:
 
2
7
.
9
.
2
0
2
0



58 Andrea Diem and Stefan C. Wolter

sen for this study is a poll eliciting responses to hypothetical political propositions.
This enables us at least to compare two very different models, i. e., state funding
for private schools and freedom to choose between public schools. Our analysis
of the will of the voters in respect of hypothetical models follows the examples set
by Swiss and foreign precedents in similar issues or cases (see Sandy 1992; Belfield
2003; Brunner and Sonstelie 2003).

Secondly, this study wants to analyze heterogeneities in regard to support for
and opposition to both models. Even in the presence of significant opposition or
support, it is reasonable to assume that not all individuals and groups will express
the same preferences. It is therefore a matter of interest to establish whether the
differences reside in purely individual preferences or whether in fact specific char-
acteristics may serve to predict differences in preference. Although an analysis of
two referenda on school choice in Switzerland by Merzyn and Ursprung (2005) is
available which seeks to explain the different proportions of yes-votes in individual
local government areas for two different cantonal bills on the basis of differences
in sociodemographic composition and political affiliations between the areas, such
investigations are subject to a potential risk of ecological fallacy. That is why we
have chosen to base our own analysis on individual data.

Thirdly, it is of interest to compare our study results with foreign studies on
similar or identical issues, since it cannot be assumed that sociodemographic differ-
ences in preferences are expressed in the same way in all countries. Likely reasons
include different educational traditions, very different prevalences of private school-
ing, as well as differences in the relative quality of public versus private schools.

The specific research questions are the following: What are the attitudes of
Swiss voters to different models offering more freedom of choice in the educational
system? Can the approval-opposition heterogeneity be explained by rational cal-
culation of personal utility? The study uses data generated by gfs.bern research
institute on behalf of the Centre for Research in Economics of Education at the
University of Bern in 2007. The respondent population comprises members of the
Swiss electorate aged 25 or over. The poll elicited answers to a variety of educational
policy issues.' It also generated detailed sociodemographic information about the
respondent population that enables us to test our hypotheses.

The paper is structured as follows: Section 2 presents an outline of the public
and private school landscape and the school choice debate in Switzerland. Section
3 presents theories and research hypotheses. Section 4 describes the data acquisi-
tion process and the database. Section 5 presents the empirical data and the final
section gives the conclusions drawn from that data.

Published research on other educational policy issues from the same dataset are Cattaneo and
Wolter (2009) and Busemeyer et ai. (2011).
















































