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As a quantitative person, I have been keeping track, and I will be
the fifth speaker out of 28 who is not totally in favor of vouchers.
Thus, my perspective will be a bit different than most. I was the evalu-
ator of the Milwaukee Parental Choice Program (MPCP) for five
years. It was a very controversial program, and the controversy
extended to my evaluations. The MPCP was a targeted voucher pro-
gram when it began in 1990. It was targeted by income (175% of the
poverty line or less), and was limited to new or former students in the
Milwaukee Public School (MPS) system. Initially it only included
non-religious schools. It was expanded twice, the most important time
in 1995 when religious schools were allowed to participate. That led to
the court case that we were talking about in the last session. Figure 1
provides program details for the original and expanded Milwaukee
Voucher Program. The Cleveland program is on the far right side as a
comparison. When I studied the program, only non-religious schools
could receive vouchers. Over time, the total number of students in
the program has gone up, and the value of the voucher has gone up
considerably. The voucher price started out in 1990 at $2,466, this
year it is just under $6,000. It has increased quickly because it is tied
to the state educational aid going to Milwaukee, and state aid has
increased substantially. Before I discuss my general views of vouchers,
I will talk about two basic issues related to the MPCP: who partici-
pated in the program, and what were the results?
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the Spencer Foundation and resulted in a book entitled: THE MARKET APPROACH TO EDUCA-
TION: AN ANALYSIS OF AMERICA'S FIRST VOUCHER PROGRAM (Princeton University Press
1999).
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THE MILWAUKEE AND CLEVELAND VOUCHER
PROGRAM REQUIREMENTS

1990

Student Eligibility:
Low-Income
Prior Private School

Students

Disabled Students
School Eligibility:

Sectarian
Geographic Area

Program Limits:
Choice Students per

School
Students in the

Program
Program Requirements:

Selection of Students

Milwaukee

1993 1995

Yes
Yes, K-3

No

Cleveland

1995

No
Yes, K-3 plus I

grade each year,
50% limit.

No

No No Yes Yes
City of Milwaukee City of Milwaukee City of Milwaukee City of Cleveland

49%

App. 1000

Random,
Siblings In

Standards for Schools Yes
Research Reports Yes

Required
Maximum Voucher $2,446

Amount

65%

App. 1500

Random,
Siblings In

$2,985

100%

15,000

Random

Yes
No

$4,373

100%

Limited by $
Maximum

Up to State
Superintendent
of Education

No
Yes

$2,250

WHO PARTICIPATED IN THE MILWAUKEE
CHOICE PROGRAM?

PARENTAL

We rigorously studied who participated in the MPCP and com-
pared them to a random sample of Milwaukee Public School (MPS)
students who were eligible for the program, but did not apply. The
issue is very important because many have speculated that even in an
income- and geographically-targeted voucher program, such as the
MPCP, there would still be creaming off of the best students for the
private schools. My general conclusion is creaming did not occur and
that the MPCP demonstrated that one can construct a targeted
voucher program that is beneficial to the poor. I am very confident
about the statistics on this, and I do not think they have really been
challenged by anyone. The pattern was consistent over five years of
surveys with different cohorts. Thus, there were similar results with
different people coming into the program each year.
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Those results clearly demonstrated that poor, minority families
utilized this program. Ninety-three percent were non-white; seventy-
five percent were single parents; their average family household
income was $12,000; and sixty percent were on AFDC. In addition,
the students were not doing very well in the public schools. On prior
test scores, applicants were either at the average of the low-income
students in Milwaukee, or below, but not higher. Thus, there was no
creaming or cherry picking with the private schools taking the best
students. And those results varied little from year-to-year.

But there were other factors that can lead to a different interpre-
tation. The parents were more unhappy with their children's prior
MPS school than the average MPS parent. However, in several other
respects the parents also differed from the average MPS parent. They
were more educated; they placed more importance on education; had
higher educational aspirations for their children; and they had greater
parental involvement in the prior public schools their children
attended.

That suggests a very interesting paradox. Clearly this program
reached its intended participants - poor students who were not doing
well in the public schools. On the other hand, these families had other
interesting characteristics, dispelling the myth that all poor families
are more or less alike. The choice parents were very interested in the
education for their children. They were educated themselves. They
understood the importance of education and were willing to sacrifice
to achieve it for their children. They put education above religion and
even a good job, for example.

Is this picture good or bad? It is certainly good for the private
schools because they get parents who will help those schools. The
question is will this cream off the best "families?" Not the top achiev-
ing students, but the parent that is going to be the motivator behind
the child? That is a policy problem. It also creates what is known as
selection bias in statistical analysis, which creates problems in terms of
estimating achievement results. So these results suggest a trade off:
vouchers in Milwaukee provided opportunities for students not doing
well, but at the potential cost of losing education-minded and con-
cerned parents from the public schools.
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RESULTS OF THE MILWAUKEE PARENTAL CHOICE PROGRAM

What were the results of the MPCP? In my written reports I did
not refer to results as positive and negative, but, for simplicity and
with caveats, I will here. The official reports were carefully couched
in the most bureaucratically neutral language I could conceive. Even
so, commentaries often blew the results out of proportion. The book
version is not as neutral, however. It includes the politics of vouchers,
which I have never been able to write about before, so the conclusions
in the book are a bit stronger.

Thus let me put the results in positive and negative terms, begin-
ning with those most often cited as "positive." To begin, parental sat-
isfaction clearly improved, both in the sense of their satisfaction with
the private schools relative to prior public schools, and widespread
and consistent satisfaction with the program over five years. Ninety-
eight percent of choice parents, even if they were withdrawing their
children from the program, said the program should continue. Paren-
tal involvement was even higher than it was in the public schools.
One reason for this, however, may have been that private schools
required parental involvement, some requiring "contracts" to insure
involvement

In general, the private schools also improved. This occurred in
two senses. One was simply that the schools became better off finan-
cially. When the program began, two of the original seven schools
were on the verge of bankruptcy. One of them, Harambee Commu-
nity School, had declared bankruptcy in 1990 and is now completely
solvent and is fully enrolled. Another school, Bruce Guadalupe
School, an Hispanic school on the south side, was very close to being
bankrupt and was in a terrible mess when we did a case study in
March 1991. I have spent a great deal of time in these schools, and
many MPS schools as well - I have observed over 400 classrooms in
the last 15 years - and believe me, in spring 1991 Bruce Guadalupe
was in a terrible mess. The building itself, in the old St. Patrick's
Church, was completely unsuitable - the playground was a blocked
off street; in order for students to go from their classroom to any-
where else in the school, they had to either go outside (in Milwaukee
in the winter), or go through another classroom. And the students
were out of control. The school was on its third principal in the year.
They were short personnel, but were out of money and in the red, and
thus could not hire.
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Fortunately, the school was taken under the wing of the United
Community Center, a very powerful Hispanic community organiza-
tion. It saved the school. They built a new building with eleven class-
rooms attached to the community center. It opened up four years ago
and they have since added another eight classrooms. The building is
wonderful, and I guarantee that people in this audience would send
their children to that school. The school has an enrollment of over
300 students and a long waiting list. That happened in five years,
admittedly not all because of choice. The leadership of the United
Community Center, with the help of many corporations, raised $1.5
million from the community. They also secured a $1.7 million grant
from HUD - a federal agency building a private school.

A final positive result of choice were staff improvements,
undoubtedly linked to the increases in pay and benefits made possible
because of vouchers. Turnover was reduced from 24% to 18% per
year. The staff was also more diverse, with more minorities and male
teachers. And our case studies and follow-up reviews indicated teach-
ing in the classroom also improved.

What do we find on the negative side? Three "negative" out-
comes are often discussed. One is the important issue of attrition
from the private schools. Thirty-one percent of the students who
started the program left the private schools when they did not have to
- in other words, they left before they reached their terminal grade
at the school. Attrition did decline over the four years, but it
remained substantial. One question, however, was whether the attri-
tion rate was high or low relative to public schools? The attrition rate
remained the same as the mobility within the MPS system for kinder-
garten through fifth grade. That is partly due to the fact that low-
income families move around the city.

Thus I did not interpret the attrition problem as negatively as
some. However, it is a problem if you believe that private schools are
magic schools - and some of you do. If the schools cannot hold the
students, how do they work their magic? I might add for the true
believers in the magic of private schools, if you really get out there
and confront the quality-range of inner-city private schools, which I
will discuss later, your beliefs may be shaken a bit.

Why this level of attrition? Our surveys and tracking indicated
that about half the students returned to MPS - some to magnet
schools and some to schools closer to home. Some families moved too
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far from the private schools. And some left because they were not
satisfied with the private schools.

The negative issue that most people discuss is the effect of choice
on achievement test scores. My findings over four years indicate there
were no real and consistent differences between the choice and public
school students on achievement gains in either reading or math. The
changes in math fluctuated from year-to-year, with a statistically sig-
nificant advantage for choice students in one year. That was offset by
a very large reading advantage for MPS students in another year.
Thus my conclusion, which I continue to hold, is that there were no
consistent differences between private and public schools students.

There were gains, only in math, if you compare the choice stu-
dents to the "rejected group;" that is, the group of students who
applied to the choice program but were not selected. They were
potentially a very useful control group because they would control for
what is called "selection bias." They should have all the characteris-
tics of the families who were in choice, including unmeasured charac-
teristics that might effect achievement. There is a well publicized
study that you may have read about that argued that if voucher stu-
dents stayed for four years in the choice schools, they would be 10 to
12 points better in math in the fourth year than the rejected students.1

What was wrong with those results? First it turns out most of the
reject students did not go back to MPS and thus in effect dropped out
of the experiment. Fifty-two percent did not go back to MPS. They
went somewhere else and we have no more test data on them. They
went to suburban schools through a public school transfer program,
they went to other private schools (perhaps with privately funded
vouchers), or they left the district. But we do know from surveys that
they filled out, and from prior data, that those who disappeared were
from higher income and families with more educated parents. Thus,
the rejected group that went back to MPS, and that we tracked for
four years, was hardly a "random" control group. And it consisted of
students less likely to be high achievers.

It was also a very small group. At the end of four years, there
were only 27 students left in the reject group. And those 27 students

I Jay Greene, Paul Peterson, and Jiangtao Du, The Effectiveness of School Choice in Mil-
waukee: A Secondary Analysis of Data from the Program's Evaluation. Paper given at the Amer-
ican Political Science Association Annual Meeting, San Francisco, California, August 29 to
September 1, 1996.
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were low on math from the first year in 1991, and they got worse
through 1994. The choice students and the random sample of low-
income MPS students were higher on math, and were close together
over the four years. Thus, the choice students in private schools did
not make the difference. It was a very small, non-random, sub-sample
of reject students who never should have been used as a comparison
group in the first place.

There were several other glitches concerning the rejects as well.
First, they only differed from choice or other MPS students on math,
not reading. Now, anybody who has studied test scores knows that
there is a high correlation between reading and math, particularly at
the elementary level. If you cannot read the question, you cannot do
the math. Thus the correlation is .6 to .7. So why the big difference in
math and not reading? The reason was that five of the reject students
got a 1 on the math Iowa Test of Basic Skills in 1994. That is the
lowest score you can get. The previous year, their prior tests on math
averaged the 30th percentile. How do they go from 30 to 1? The most
likely explanation is simply that they did not do the test - they
signed their name to the test but did not fill in the "bubbles." We
cannot be sure of this because we do not have the individual items.
However, this common occurrence is the only explanation that makes
sense. But regardless, when you take those five students out of the
analysis, that 10 point, fourth-year difference between choice and
rejects statistically disappears.

What bothers me is that people should have suspected something
was wrong with these results before they were published. You must
think about this realistically. A jump of 10 points is a half a standard
deviation difference. If you extrapolate a half a standard deviation
advantage of private over public schools each year from kindergarten
through the twelfth grade, you end with seven standard deviation dif-
ferences between public and private school students. Normal statisti-
cal programs do not calculate the probability of that occurring, but the
difference would be between morons and geniuses. Could any sensi-
ble person believe that result?

Other studies were closer to mine and focused on the comparison
between choice students and the MPS low-income students. Ceci
Rouse, at Princeton University, concentrated on that comparison.2

2 See Cecilia Rouse, Private School Vouchers and Student Achievement: An Analysis of the
Milwaukee Parental Choice Program, QUARTERLY J. OF ECON. 555-602 (May 1998).



CIVIL RIGHTS LAW JOURNAL

She also found no difference in reading between choice and MPS stu-
dents. But she found about a 1.6 point advantage per year for choice
over MPS students on math. I found an approximately .6 point advan-
tage for choice, but my results were not statistical significance, while
hers were. The difference is in methods of analysis. Professor Rouse
assumes that schools over this time have a "fixed effect," which means
they change little relative to characteristics that might affect achieve-
ment. I disagree. As I have described above, several of the four
choice schools that account for 90% of the choice students changed
considerably. Thus, I question the fixed effects method. And her
other analyses do not demonstrate similar results. Thus, I remain with
my conclusion that there were no consistent achievement differences
between MPS and choice students.

There was one other negative effect, and it somewhat offsets the
positive effects I described for the private schools. Between 1991 and
1996 four choice schools out of 18 closed their doors. One of them
went bankrupt in the first year. It was a terrible school. Juanita Virgil
Academy had 80 choice, and about 130 total students in fall of 1990.
We never did get in to do a case study because the "Executive Direc-
tor" would not give us admittance, even though she was required to
do so. The school closed its doors in February 1991 before we could
take legal action. From parent and teacher comments, the school was
completely out of control. The principal was fired after a month.
Teachers were unpaid for the last two months. And there was no for-
mal administrative or organizational structure.

Another school also closed in the summer of 1995. It was a Wal-
dorf school and had few choice students. Its closure, and subsequent
reopening in another location without choice students, was related to
differences between parents, administrators and teachers regarding its
curriculum and pedagogy.

Two other schools also went bankrupt in 1995 and 1996, and the
principals of both of those schools were indicted. One of them was
found not guilty of embezzlement when charges were dropped for
insufficient evidence after he fled to Alabama. The other is in prison
on drug and other federal charges. Three hundred and fifty-six stu-
dents were in those two schools.

What should that tell us? That in contrast to suburban and selec-
tive private schools, there is simply greater variance in inner-city
schools - public and private. In the suburbs, you have uniformly good
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schools; maybe not all schools average in the 90th percentile, but cer-
tainly in the 70th percentile. In the inner cities and poor rural areas,
you have a greater division. You have some very good schools, some
in the middle, and some terrible schools; granted the inner cities and
the poor rural areas contain a greater number of terrible schools, and
the mean is lower in the inner city than in the suburbs. What is impor-
tant to grasp is the range. That range scares suburban and private
school parents. But that range is also reflected in inner-city private
schools. In the choice program, there were some very good, but also
some very poor schools.

OVERALL APPRAISAL OF EDUCATIONAL VOUCHER PROGRAMS

Where do I come down on choice and vouchers? One's position
on this complex set of issues depends on at least three factors: the
program in question; the facts about programs as we know them; and
individual values. It also depends on how one reads the future and
that is based on the politics of vouchers.

Based on the facts concerning the MPCP, I have consistently sup-
ported targeted voucher programs. In Milwaukee that program pro-
vided alternatives for inner-city families who cannot realistically move
out of their public school districts to the suburbs, or afford, without
considerable sacrifice, to go to private schools.

However, I testified in 1995 against expanding the program to
religious schools, relaxing a number of other provisions of the
targeted program, and dramatically increasing the size of the program.
I stand on that. I am adamantly opposed to universal voucher pro-
grams. And the expansion of the MPCP program, along with the ini-
tial design of the Cleveland program, now makes me leery of targeted
programs. Why? Because I think there may be a slippery political
slope leading inevitably from targeted to universal voucher programs.
I am concerned that in the long term it may be very difficult to main-
tain the targeted nature of voucher programs. In my view, the consen-
sus of political forces points to removing the income limits,
randomization requirements, and geographic targeting of voucher
programs.

John Nordquist, Mayor of Milwaukee, who is white - and one of
my old students - recently has supported taking off all the income
limits in the voucher program in Milwaukee. When opponents
objected he recanted and instead endorsed a limit of $115,000 per
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family. In the state of Wisconsin it is going to be very hard to keep
this program targeted. I think Governor Tommy Thompson has the
power to hold the line, and I think he will as long as he is in office.
But once Tommy retires, if he ever does, it will be difficult to hold that
line. And many people who are very well meaning do not believe the
limits are necessary. Even Representative Polly Williams, the founder
of the program, has consistently tried to increase the income limits.

Why do I oppose universal vouchers? I foresee both short- and
long-term problems. In the short term, there will be a shift of benefits
from poor, inner-city families, mostly minority, to those who currently
go to private schools in this country. And who are they? Who would
benefit from universal vouchers? In Wisconsin and explicitly in Mil-
waukee, I think I know the answer. I studied 1990 census data on who
goes to public and private schools in the state and in Milwaukee. In
1990, 33 percent of the public school children in Milwaukee were
white, compared to 84 percent of the private school students. And the
average income of public school families was $25,000, with the aver-
age income of private school families being $42,500. If you open up
vouchers to all, who do you think is going to benefit?

What worries me in the long term? This brings up the question
that I asked Ms. Chavez earlier today. I believe that universal vouch-
ers imply that you have to think about moving toward a fully private
system of education in America. If people, such as many in this room,
really believe in markets and competition, then you have to face the
prospect of a fully privatized system. That system is not that far
removed from a universal voucher program. And what would that
system produce? What will happen if you privatize K-12 education in
America?

First, I have no doubt in my mind that you would have a more
elite system. I have never observed, or worked in schools that would
not want to be selective if they were able. I come from what I con-
sider one of the great public K-12 and university systems in this coun-
try. And for the size and income of the state, we overspend on
education at all levels. But we also increasingly promote selection.
Every year my faculty wants to tighten up and increase minimum
requirements to get into the university and into specific programs. By
comparison, what do you think Yale and Harvard are doing? They
are enrolling middle class students, but primarily valedictorians who
have SAT scores at 1300 to 1600 level. And this same selection bias
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will extend to the vast majority of K-12 schools if left unrestrained.
Nearly all universal voucher proponents, citing theories of market
competition, advocate the sanctity of schools to select students. And I
do not believe a single one of their arguments that such a system
would not lead to a considerably more elite and stratified system of
education in our country.

A second problem with a private system has to do with the
amount of money we spend, and the amount of education we provide
the ordinary citizen in this nation. In an economic sense, our current
system of public education is inefficient - it undoubtedly spends much
more than people would or could purchase on their own behalf. Few
families could afford to spend $7,000 per child per annum on educa-
tion at the K-12 level. But as a nation we spend that much; and thus,
in an efficiency sense, our country overspends on education. The rea-
son we can do this is that we are a rich nation and we spread the costs
over the community and over generations (to include families without
school-age children). If we take away the legal arrangement that
insures this funding mechanism and public subsidy for education, we
will reduce the consumption of education considerably. There is no
question about that.

Is that good or bad? On this point people differ. But my instinc-
tive reaction is that it has not only been good for this country, but that
it will be even better for us in the future. One of the great luxuries of
our country is the ability to invest in the intangible benefits of educa-
tion. I spent last year in Europe, a lot of that time in Eastern and
Central Europe. These countries envy our ability to support a level of
education that sends over 60 percent of our children to college. They
do not all get through, but 40 percent do. In contrast, the British send
and graduate approximately 20 percent. That must give us a long-
term advantage. I cannot prove that to you, but observing the tech-
nology charge of the new millennium, my gut tells me that invest-
ments in education will pay unpredictable dividends.

Thus, if we pull the plug on public funding of education and go to
a private system, we will generate an even more elite system than we
have, and we will educate fewer children. And everything in my mind
and bones tells me that those two outcomes are wrong.
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