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addition, the teachers and students of other districts may not
have been prepared to address the needs of a culturally-diverse
group of students (Waterman and Murnane 1992).

The fundamental objective of a choice initiative is
identical to the objective of the program in the Ravenswood City
Elementary School District. The choice plan has had negative
effects on the Ravenswood City Elementary School District. The
program was intended to benefit the poor and battle the economic
imbalances between neighboring schools. 1In reality, objectives
of a choice gystem are difficult to reach. Choice did not help
diversify the economic composition of the student bodies
(Waterman and Murnane 1992) .

Equality is actually decreased if a choice plan gives the
same amount of benefit to both the rich and the poor. The
advantage the rich already have will continue to exist. For
example, 1f both rich and poor families are guaranteed a
particular amount of government financial support to seek out the
gschool of their choice, the rich can add this amount to what they
are already spending on good private schools and get even better
ones. The poor might be able to afford only the kinds of schools
they are getting under the present no-choice system. Voucher
proposals that give the same amount to all families, regardless
of wealth have a disequalizing effect (Nelson 1593).

Advocates of a voucher system claim that minority parents
will be able to send their children to private schools they could

not otherwise afford. It is likely that they might find long
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agencies to handle these activities seems inefficient (Catterall
1984) .

Another issue in funding voucher plans involves the
constitutionality of certain private schools receiving public
money. Many private schools are church affiliated. Supporting
religious instructions with public tax receipts would be
unconstitutional under the first amendment involving the
separation of church and state (Catterall 1984).

REGULATION

Opponents of the voucher idea claim that support for choice
is short-sighted. Discussion of choice diverts attention and
resources from other problems in education. They claim that
proponents of voucher programs want government money on the one
hand but freedom from government regulation on the other. 1In
today’s economy, scrutiny of personal tax dollars is greater than
ever. This kind of freedom of spending is unacceptable. If
private schools receive public money, it’s only fair to demand a
common regulatory body for both public and private schools. It
is wrong for backers of private school choice to advocate one
set of rules for public schools and another set of rules for
private schools (Weinberg 1992).

Good teachers, adequate facilities, and professional
standards become issues when discussing choice. Professional
licensing and facility standards must be established, maintained
and monitored with assurances that competent teachers and

certified facilities are provided for children. Private schools
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must be accredited and have a standard of practice gauged by a
known criteria (Hill 1992).

Significant policy development and legal innovation will be
necessary to ensure that constitutional and ethical standards are
met. Standards must be written into law which will ensure that
constitutional and ethical requirements, for separation of church
and state are met. In addition, an administrative system of
checks and balances will be necessary to ensure that established
standards and objectives are met. This will require a
significant investment of time, thought, and funds (Melendez and
Shea 1992).

Regulation of a voucher program would be very costly and
difficult. Even officials in private schools sometimes oppose
voucher proposals because of the possibility that significant
controls would accompany public funding. They value their
independence and self-determination (Catterall 1984).

INFORMATION

To participate in a voucher program, parents must have
access to detailed and accurate information about available
opportunities in order to make an informed decision about the
school to which they want to send their children. There has to
be a provision in a voucher initiative for funding such a
program. Depending on the target group, it is likely that this
information will need to be provided in various languages and

formats (Melendez 1992).
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A voucher plan may be very expensive when considering the
cost of information services. The success of information
programs (such as providing standardized test scores and special
program offerings) will be determined by the amount of capital
invested. Complete implementation costg has never been estimated
for any of the voucher plans that have been suggested (Catterall
1984) .

Wealthier households might gain more from information
programs likely to be available in a voucher system. These
parents are likely to be more sophisticated shoppers who seek
more detailed information about potential school choices and more
access to private and/or public transportation. The range of
school choices available to them is greatly increased (Catterall
1984) .

CURRENT INVESTMENT

A voucher plan may eventually destroy the existing public
schools system. A system that is the result of a very
significant investment (Melendez and Shea 1992). There are
millions of children currently targeted for assistance who may be
denied a choice because voucher schools do not wish to serve them
or lack appropriate facilities. Racial and ethnic integration
and the flood of immigrants has increased the need for
compensatory education, bilingual education, free and reduced
nutrition programs, early childhood education, etc. Education of

the handicapped has also been a major priority in public schools.
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Opponents of voucher proposals feel that the target groups
would not benefit from a choice plan. Problems involving
transportation, funding, regulation, and information facilitate
the inability to reach low-income and minority families
proliferate this proposal. The opponents believe that the
implementation of a choice program could undermine the current
educational establishment which is the result of great investment

in time and money.
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RESULTS OF IMPLEMENTATION OF A CHOICE SYSTEM

To complete an understanding of the voucher issue, research
was obtained on the results of the implementation of such a
program. The actual results of a voucher program in use is
crucial to forming an opinion. A summary of the major aspects of
the program that was esgtabligshed in Milwaukee, Wisconsin is
presented here.

After developing an extensive school voucher system, legal
challenges by professional educators and other interested groups
were filed and heard in Wisconsin state court. It was determined
that the plan was constitutional because it met two tests: it was
in keeping with the aim of education to increase the common good
of the public, and the plan did not foster segregation or
inequality (Melendez and Shea 1992).

The Milwaukee, Wisconsin, Parental Choice Program was
enacted in the spring of 1990. The program provides an
opportunity for students who meet specific criteria to attend
private, nonsectarian schools in Milwaukee. The Choice Program
is a targeted private school subsidy program with characteristics
which are divided into three sections: family qualifications,
school qualifications, and program specifications (Witte, Bailey,
and Thron 1993).

The family qualifications state that: 1) Students must come
from households with income at or below 1.75 times the poverty

line; and, 2) Students may not have attended private schools or
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overturned by the appeals court in November 1991; but, on a four
to three decision, the Wisconsin Supreme Court upheld the
constitutionality of the statute in March 1992 (Witte, Bailey,
and Thorn 1993).

Surveys were mailed in the fall of each year from 1990-93 to
all parents who applied for enrollment in one of the choice
gchoolg. Similar surveys were gent in May and June of 1991 to a
random sample of 5,474 parents of students in Milwaukee Public
Schools. The surveys were intended to assess parental knowledge
and evaluation of the Choice Program, prior educational
experiences in MPS Schools, and the importance of education and
the expectations that parents hold for their children.
Demographic information on family members was also obtained
(Witte, Bailey, and Thorn 1993).

Detailed case studies were completed in April 1991 in the
four private schools that enrolled the majority of the choice
students. An additional study was completed in 1992; six more
case studieg were done in the spring of 1993. Case studies of
the K-8 schools involved approximately thirty person-days in the
schoolsg, including 56 hours of classroom observation and
interviews with nearly all of the teachers and administrators in
the schools. Also, researchers attended and observed parent and
community group meetings and Board of Directors meetings for
several schools. The research includes analysis of three years
of outcome measures including data on achievement test scores,

attendance, parental attitudes, parental involvement, and
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attrition from the program. From the fall of 1992 into 1993,
brief mail and phone surveys were completed with as many parents
as could be located who chose not to have their children continue
in the program to determine why they no longer participated in
the program. Research on the Milwaukee plan provides evidence
for addressing some of the issues in a choice plan, but it will
not be able to provide all the necessary information. Enrollment
in the Choice Program has increased from 341 in 1990 to 742 in
1993. The number of applicants exceed the number of students
enrolled in every year. The number of applicants in 1990-91 was
577; the number of applicants in 1993-94 was 1049. The number of
available seats in the participating choice schools (811 in 1993-
94) does not yet match the current limit, which is 968 for 1993-
94 (Witte, Bailey, and Thorn 1993).

Most of the information parents receive about Choice comes
from friends and relatives, which means word-of-mouth.
Additional monies were added by the Wisconsin legislature in 1993
to aid in advertising the program. Satisfaction of parents with
the amount of information on the overall program ig high in all
years. Compared with the first year, all other measures of
satisfaction improved in 1992-93. The biggest drop of
satisfaction was in the accuracy of information on the private
schools themselves. Because all the responses elicit 70%
satisfaction or higher, this probably is not a critical issue

(Witte, Bailey, and Thorn 1993).
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The two leading reasons given for participation in the
Choice Program are the educational quality of the Choice Schools
and the disciplinary environment parents associate with these
schools. Frustration with prior public schools was not as
important a reason for applying to the Choice Program as the
attributes of the private schools. The Choice Program was
specifically designed to provide an opportunity for poor parents
to send their children to alternative schools that they could not
otherwise afford. Three years of very consistent data indicate
that, in this respect, it succeeds. In addition, there are
numerous indications that these parents were frustrated and
dissatisfied with the public schools their children had been
attending. These are exactly the type of families who should
have access to an alternative source of education (Witte, Bailey,
and Thorn 1993).

Average reported family income of Choice participants was
$11,625 in the first three years. There is a program cap of
approximately $22,000 for the average family of three. Similar
to MPS parents, approximately 60% are receiving AFDC or public
assistance. For the combined three years, 36% of Choice mothers
and 67% of Choice fathers were employed full time. Compare this
to 44% of MPS mothers and 74% of MPS fathers. Racially, the
program has had the greatest impact on African-American students
who comprise 77.6% of those applying to Choice schools.

Hispanics account for only 16.9% of Choice applicants (Milwaukee

5). Choice families were much more likely to be headed by a
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single parent (77%) than the average MPS family (49%), and
somewhat more likely than the low-income MPS parent (64%) (Witte,
Bailey, and Thorn 1993).

The data clearly indicate that choice can be targeted toward
poor families who attempt to find an alternative for what they
view as a poor educational environment for their children.

Choice come students from poor, often single-parent households.
Choice families are smaller than those in the comparison groups;
this provides an opportunity for parents to focus more on a
gingle child. 1In addition, the parents (especially mothersg) are
more educated and appear to have somewhat higher educational
expectations for their children. Finally, the choice parents
participated in their children’s prior schools at higher rates
than the average parent (Witte, Bailey, and Thorn 1993).

The factors of MPS with which parents are most satisfied
have little to do with the operation or outcomes of the school
(textbooks, school location). On the other hand, the greatest
dissatisfaction is with the amount the child learned and the
discipline in the school. The attitudes of parents toward their
children’s prior public school within MPS may be a reflection on
the fact that their children were not doing well in those
schools. In all three years, scores on the Iowa Test of Basic
Skills that were taken in prior public schools by students
applying to the Choice Program were significantly below that of
the average MPS student taking the same test and below the low-

income MPS cohorts in each year. The absolute level of the
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scores indicates the difficulty these students were having prior
to entering the Choice program. The median national percentile
for Choice students ranges from 26 to 31, compared with the
national median of 50. In short, the students who enter the
Choice program enter very near the bottom in terms of academic
achievement (Witte, Bailey, and Thorn 1993).

The biggest limitation of the Choice program is the number
of seats available in the participating schools. The number of
schools participating has increased from gseven in 1990 to 12 in
1993. Potentially, 11 more schools could be eligible. TUnless
new schools participate (and there are not that many more secular
schools left that are eligible), the program may not even enroll
the number of students permitted (1% of the MPS enrollment or
approximately 1500 next year) (Witte, Bailey, and Thorn 1993).

Choice parents also express considerable dissatisfaction
with prior public schools. Based on prior test scores, there is
clear evidence that these children were not doing well in those
schools. Students in the Choice Program range in age from 4-9
years old. Mogt of the students are in four K-8 schools. 1In
1993, this number was 612 of 742 (82%). Eighty students were in
two alternative high school programs in 1993-94. The remaining
students were in the four Montessori and the one Waldorf school.
Schools that participate have student bodies that vary from
almost all one minority race, to racially integrated schools, to
schools that have used the Choice Program to diversify their

almost all White student bodies (Witte, Bailey, and Thorn 1993).
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preschoolers or at-risk students. 1In 1993-94, five of the twelve
schools had contracts with MPS (Witte, Bailey, and Thorn 1993).

There is also evidence in the second and third years of the
program that the teaching staffs at Choice schools were more
diverse in terms of gender and race than they were in the first
year. In the fourth year, however, with the addition of new
schools, the percentage of white teachers (77%) is higher than it
was initially (75%). There were more male teachers in the 12
schools in 1993 (23%) than there were in the five schools
reported in 1990 (11%) (Witte, Bailey, and Thorn 1993).

Tuition and fees, which have increased since the Choice
Program began, vary from slightly over $1,000 to approximately
$4,000. With the exception of one school which went bankrupt in
the first year, the Choice schools are better off financially
than they were when the program began. There have also been
improvements in facilities; one school opened a new facility in
the fall of 1994 (Witte, Bailey, and Thorn 1993).

Outcomes after three years of the Choice Program remain
mixed. Achievement change scores have varied considerably in the
first three years of the program. Choice students’ reading
scores increased the first year, but fell in the second and third
years. Because sample size was very small in the first year, the
gain in reading was not statistically significant, but the
declines in years two and three were. In math, Choice students

were essentially the same in the first two years, but recorded a
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significant increase in the third year (Witte, Bailey, and Thorn
1993) .

MPS students as a whole gained in reading in the first two
years, with a relatively small gain in the first year being
statistically significant. There were small, and not
significant, declines in the third year. Low-income MPS students
followed approximately the same pattern, with none of the changes
approaching significance (Witte, Bailey, and Thorn 1993).

Parental involvement, which was more frequent than for the
average MPS parent in prior schools, was even greater for most
activitiegs in the Choice schools. In all years, parents
expressed approval of the program. On open-ended questions
concerning what they liked and digliked about the program, there
were many more favorable comments than negative ones.
Overwhelmingly, they believed the program should continue (Witte,
Bailey, and Thorn 1993).

Attrition appears to be high, although it is declining.
Attrition in the first year was 53%. Attrition in the second and
third years was 35% and 31%. Estimates of attrition in MPS are
uncertain, but the attrition from the Choice Program during the
year appears smaller, but during the summer, higher. By any
measure, the private schools are having difficulty retaining
students. Based on follow-up surveys and interviews, we know
that approximately one half of the students appear to be
returning to MPS schools and most of the rest go to other private

schools (Witte, Bailey, and Thorn 1993).
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The reasons given for leaving the Choice schools include
complaints about the Choice Program, especially the limitation on
religious instruction and problems with transportation. They
also include complaints about staff, general educational quality,
and the lack of specialized programg in the private schools.
According to the surveyors, the number of students who left for
family purposes, such as moving was probably underestimated
(Witte, Bailey, and Thorn 1993).

Parental attitudes toward Choice schools, opinions of the
Choice Program, and parental involvement were very positive over
the first three years. Parental attitudes towards their schools
and education of their children were much more pogitive than
their evaluations of their prior public schools. This shift
occurred in every category (teachers, principlesg, instruction,
discipline, etc) (Witte, Bailey, and Thorn 1993).

Math scores for MPS students were extremely varied. 1In the
first year there were significant gains for both the total MPS
group and the low-income sub-group. In the second year, the
scores were essentially flat, but in the third year, they
declined significantly (Witte, Bailey, and Thorn 1993). There is
no explanation available for this inconsistency.

It is not possible to reach a firm conclusion on achievement
differences based on test score results. Scoresgs for both the
Choice students and MPS students have fluctuated. For 1993,
Choice reading scores declined more than MPS reading scores. In

math, Choice students improved for the first time while MPS
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students did not. The effect of being in a Choice school was
insignificant. Choice and MPS students have not differed in any
predictable way on achievement tests over the first three years
of the Choice Program (Witte, Bailey, and Thorn 1993).

Overall attendance was satisfactory and, on the average, not
a problem in Choice schools. Parental involvement is stregsed in
most of the Choice schools and, in fact, is required in the
contracts signed by parents in several of the schools. School
contact of Choice parents was higher than the average MPS parent
in their prior school. Parents also contacted their schools more
often concerning their child’s classes and academic performance
and volunteering in the school, and participating in fundraising.
Every category of parental involvement wag higher in the Choice
schools than in prior public schools. The findings on parental
choice are consistent across the three years: they have high
parental involvement coming into the gchools and even higher
involvement once there (Witte, Bailey, and Thorn 1993).

In all three years, parental satisfaction with Choice
schools increased significantly over satisfaction with prior
public schools. Reported satisfaction with the Choice schools
surpasses the MPS level and is considerably higher than with
their prior schools. Parents found that the Choice schools were
what they professed they were looking for when they entered the
program; increased learning and discipline. Parents of Choice

students almost unanimously agreed the program should continue
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(99% in 1991; and 97% in the respective years) (Witte, Bailey,
and Thorn 1993).

Seventy percent of the responses to the open-ended questions
mentioned qualities of the school, with most referring to the
educational qualities provided in the Choice schools. A
consistent number also referred to a personal desire for a
private education and their inability to afford it without the
Choice Program (Witte, Bailey, and Thorn 1993).

In the first year, the majority of negative comments were
references involving uncertainty over the program. In later
years, there were fears about not qualifying for the program
while wanting a private education, transportation, and logistical
programs (Witte, Bailey, and Thorn 1993).

Approximately one half of the students who left the Choice
Program enrolled in MPS. Some of the reasons they gave for
leaving included family reasons (25%), such as moving; the
program lacked religious training; transportation problems; and,
some left for within-school problems (staff, program, guality of
education, etc.) (Witte, Bailey, and Thorn 1993).

The Choice Program is clearly successful in providing some
families with an opportunity to allow their children alternative
schools that they would be hard pressed to afford otherwise. The
students come from poor families and they have not done well in
their prior public schools. To the extent that the purpose of
the program was to create these opportunities, the program is a

success. Test scores vary considerably and it appears that



Choice students do no better than an randomly selected control
group from MPS (Witte, Bailey, and Thorn 1993).

The Milwaukee Parental Choice Program was premised on the
theory that parents can best exercise accountability and
determine the adequacy of educational outcomes by making free

choices among schools (Witte, Bailey, and Thorn 1993).

To complete the understanding of voucher programs, results
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of the implementation of a program were researched and presented.

The voucher system in Milwaukee has been thoroughly examined.
This concludes the research and allows for the formation of an

opinion.
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CONCLUSION

Through the completion of an analysis of current problems in
public education, an examination of the evolution of the voucher
system as an alternative to the status quo, the opposing views of
the voucher system, and the results of districts where vouchers
are in use, certain conclusions have been drawn. Extensive
research and careful evaluation has led the author to form an
opinion which is expressed in this section of the paper. The
arguments against a voucher proposal convinced the author of the
impracticality of such a program. The findings from the
Milwaukee Choice Plan are still in the early stages and the
author determined that there is no recognizable advantage of
implementing a voucher program.

A voucher system is not a viable solution to improve the
educational system in the United States. Through the research
presented in this paper, it has been determined that a voucher
program is not workable. The arguments against such a system
have effectively persuaded the author to believe that a voucher
program is not the quick fix or simple solution that it is often
presented to be.

The basic idea of a voucher gystem applies a democratic
market theory to public education. In a democratic market,
businesses compete with each other for a consumer’s patronage.
The company that offers the better deal to the consumer will be

successful. That company will sell its product, make money, and
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stay in business. The company that does not offer as good a deal
will either: 1) change its price, product, or package, or, 2) go
out of business. This works beautifully in the market place, but
is this what our founding fathers had in mind when they began our
public educational system?

The public educational system ig not the place for a
democratic market theory. The idea that schools will improve if
they are forced to compete for "business" makes it sound simple,
but it is anything but simple.

In the consumer market place, buginesses promote products,
goods, and services. In the public educational system, schools
are educating children who will be tomorrow’s leaders. Comparing
children to goods and servicesg ig like comparing apples to
oranges. The two are on totally different spectrums.

Another issue in the application the market theory involves
the congumer. When buying a product, consumerg are usually able
to make a well informed decision based on information made
available to them. Bureaus exist whose sole function is to
inform consumers of a company’s product and its reputation. Ads
on television, in the newspaper, on the radio, etc. inform
consumers of available products.

The problem of the market theory in education is how parents
can become well-informed of their options. A gystem would have
to be egtablighed to keep up with the available spaces in
participating schools. Some sort of evaluation data would also

have to be available so parents could choose between different
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schools. Since the target group of a voucher program is low-
income and minority families. Information would have to be
available in different formsg, possibly different languages.

One complaint of voucher advocatesg is that there is too much
bureaucratic control over education. They allege that the
government has taken over the role of parents, not allowing them
any freedom or control over their children’s education. The
proper implementation of a voucher system with the necessary

programs established will require more, not less, bureaucracy.

More government agencies that involve education will have to
be formed. These agencies will be required to distribute, to
accept, and to evaluate applications. A level of bureaucracy
must be developed to distribute and account for the monies
involved in the transfer of vouchers. An agency must be
established that will inform parents of the voucher program, the
availability of vouchers, and the evaluations of participating
gschoolg. Too, the target group may have special needs that must
be met to ensure equality of participation in the voucher
program.

One major problem with a voucher system is transportation.
The current system provides transportation for every child who
lives outside a certain radius from the school to be picked up
and taken to and from gchool. For a voucher system to guarantee
the equality it suggests, it would have to ensure transportation

provisions. Not only would this be costly, but another level of
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bureaucracy would be required to organize and oversee this
function.

The motivation of voucher advocates is to equalize
opportunities available to children from low-income and minority
families with those of the upper classes. Research did not prove
that this was accomplished, nor did it suggest it would be
possible in the future.

Only a selected number of families were able to participate
in voucher programs. Many more applied to take part in the
Milwaukee choice plan than there were positions available. In
the Ravenswood study, low-income and minority families chose not
to participate. They were intimidated by the schools that their
children would be attending. In addition, they did not have the
needed resources to participate in the program. This leads one
to believe that the intended purpose of a voucher plan is not
accomplished.

Proponents of a voucher system make implementation seem
relatively easy. Research has proved otherwise. A significant
amount of time, effort, and capital is required to establish such
a system. Why not channel this energy to improve the current
system?

A voucher system is not necessary. The public educational
establishment has existed for nearly one hundred of years. No
legitimate reasons exist to create a new system. A very well-

established system is already in place; however, it does need
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