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School voucher programs in America have provided grounds for much debate in America. The programs provide public funds to families in failing schools so that those families can choose whether or not to go to private schools. These programs are dubiously named “school choice” programs. They do provide a choice, but that is not the measure by which we should be examining the issue of school vouchers. We should be examining the effects of vouchers. Currently, voucher programs are in place in three separate places. Those places, according to a report from the GAO, are Florida, Ohio, and Wisconsin.
 Vouchers can obviously affect the vast majority of the country, including populated areas with both public and private schools. This would most definitely include Springfield, which is known as the third largest city in Missouri with both religious (Immaculate Conception, Springfield New Covenant) and secular (Greenwood Laboratory School) private schools. However, the problem with voucher programs is that they are shown to have a limited reach, according to Patrick J. McEwan’s “The Potential Impact of Vouchers.”
 In fact, McEwan goes as far to say, “It is unlikely that all voucher plans will produce similar effects (despite the tendency here and elsewhere to refer to a generic voucher scheme). Most obviously, the size of the eligible population will greatly condition the likely outcomes.”
 McEwan goes on to discuss the second problem with vouchers in this context. He says that vouchers will, at larger levels than small iniatives, begin to sort students and force students to compete against each other.
 Furthermore, vouchers can be limited by the details of the program, allowing for some vouchers to work better than others, according to McEwan, due to the size of the voucher and other factors that are related to the design of the system. Lastly, McEwan, and others, including Kim Metcalf in his article, “Free Market Policies and Public Education: What is the cost of Choice?” refer to the fact that little empirical research has been done on the issue of school vouchers, largely leaving their impact unknown beyond the little research we do have.
 Such research has been attacked by several education focus groups in the country, including the National Education Association, The Education Policy Analysis Archives, the Keystone Research Center, the Council for Exceptional Children (which deals with special needs students), as well as the liberal group People for the American Way, which focuses on issues of human rights and liberties. School vouchers are shown to not have consistent effects and are likely to fail outside of a small, city-based initiative because of their tendency to sort students on the basis of socio-economic status, having only limited effects in helping African American students and only African American students in their current, city-based form.

First, we should establish some of the history of vouchers. According to the website of the National Education Association (NEA) vouchers have been around for at least 30 years.
 Over the thirty years that the NEA refers to, vouchers have been voted on seven times.
 In those seven elections, vouchers have been defeated each time. The margins for defeat have never been below 10%, which was the difference in the first vote, in Maryland, in 1972.
 Furthermore, in the most recent vote, in 2000, in California, voters rejected the initiative 71% to 29%, a margin of 42%. 


Now, the definition of vouchers needs to be procured. In one article, which has what appears to be the best definition, vouchers are defined as “tuition coupons that parents can redeem at schools of choice.”
 Furthermore, McEwan states that vouchers can be used in three separate ways. One, they can be used for students of low income.
 Two, they can be used for students from failing schools.
 Three, and lastly, they can simply be used for all students.
 The first two types of vouchers are what are commonly used in America, with the three major programs falling into all three. The programs in Cleveland and Milwaukee are based around economic status, while the Florida system focuses on failing schools.
 The major system that gives vouchers to all students is the program in Chile.
 According to McEwan, the details of such programs are not set and the environment in which they are administered could affect the outcome of the program.


This leads to the first problem with vouchers. They cannot be adequately appropriated to a mass area due to lack of standardization amongst private schools. McEwan points this out by saying, “Whether families actually attend private schools in the short run is further determined by the local supply (e.g., admission slots in local private schools) and the willingness of private schools to accept vouchers.”
 McEwan does say that the school market will adapt to vouchers in the long term.
 However, it should be noted that the time lapse could affect the education of some students and keep needed reforms from entering the classroom. Further, the program, as I will discuss later, has not been proven to work and most likely does not, so why should we risk the education of our children on such a plan?


Furthermore, it is not entirely known how well a school voucher would pay for a private school education. An article by David Boaz and R. Morris Barrett in a report for the CATO Institute has the average cost of a private school as $3,611.
 However, this number takes into account lower numbers derived from certain private schools, such as religious schools, which have numbers that are statistically lower than that of the nonsectarian schools. Nonsectarian schools were priced at $6,631.
 This hampers the ability of those who may not have the religious beliefs of those at a particular school from going there and feeling comfortable. Also, this says nothing of the fact that schools may not accept students on a voucher for a myriad of reasons, one of which could be based around religious reasons. Furthermore, the numbers are skewed by the fact that the data is from 1993 to 1994. Inflation and other economic trends have most likely led to an increase in costs. Therefore, the price of school vouchers would have to be near $7,000 in order to fully accommodate all who wished to attend any given school. It would appear that, without such prices, some residents in the city of Springfield would be priced out, as, according to the 2000 Missouri Census, portions of Springfield contain poverty rates in the area of 30.1%-82.8%.
 The CATO article does go on to state tat in the areas (generally cities) in which vouchers have been implemented, the value was above that of the private school price (in general) in the area.
 However, this says little to disprove the point that vouchers would work little outside of small initiatives, which can better gauge the prices of the schools around them with greater accuracy. 

The second problem proposed by vouchers is that they tend to sort on the basis of socio-economic status and force students to compete with each other. This is evident in the research because, in the words of McEwan:

“There is some evidence on the role of peer groups in explaining private school effects. Some non-experimental studies controlled for a limited range of peer variables—such as mean classroom or school socioeconomic status—when estimating a private school effect (e.g., Neal, 1997); other studies controlled for a wider array of variables (e.g., Figlio & Stone, 1999). The latter tended to find smaller private school effects.”

Therefore, if the use of peer groups in studying vouchers allows for a greater showing of the affects of vouchers, it shows that those that are in the same socio-economic line receive similar benefits, thus forcing different socio-economic strata to compete with one another, and, ultimately, students to compete with other students. This is furthered by Dennis Epple, David Figglio, and Richard Romano’s “Competition between public and private schools: testing stratification and pricing predictions,” when they say, “The theoretical model described above predicts that students will be stratified by income and ability between the public and private sectors, as well as within the private sector, with the highest-ability and highest-income students in the top private school.”
 Furthermore, this is proven by the experimental data later in the piece, when the authors state, “We estimate a simple logit regression model of sector selection (1= private sector; 0 = public sector) on ability and income, and find, unsurprisingly, that both income and ability are strongly, independently related to sector choice, a central prediction of the theoretical model (see the first row of Table 1, [highlight theirs] specification 1). Probit and linear probability models, the results of which are not reported herein, yield virtually identical results.”
 Such results could only have been tempered by outside influences, such as geography. When these influences were accounted for, the results were “virtually unchanged,” according to the article.
 The article also further notes that stratification will occur not only at the public-private level, but also at the private level alone, putting those with higher income and ability into better private schools.
 Such stratification could adversely affect Springfield, which is already heavily broken in the locations that contain the highest levels of its poverty, which are mostly in the North portion of the city, according to the 2000 Census.
 Such stratification has been shown to affect the outcomes of non-experimental studies at the local levels. McEwan points this out by saying:
“In reviewing evidence from the first category [non experimental research], McEwan (2000b) concluded that attending private secondary schools—mainly Catholic—leads to small gains, if any, in the academic achievement of secondary students (see pp. 114–117 and the citations therein). In contrast, there are consistent links between Catholic school attendance and attainment, including the probability of graduating from high school or attending college.14 These effects are generally larger for African Americans in urban areas.”


The final problem with school vouchers is that they are not well researched on an experimental level. McEwan talks about this by saying, “The experimental evidence is sparse, and it mainly explores the impact of vouchers on short-term outcomes like academic achievement.”
 Furthermore, McEwan states that the bulk of the research done on the topic is research that is non-experimental in nature and focuses on “secondary school outcomes.”
 This is backed up by Kim Metcalf, who said, in his article, “Free Market Policies and Public School: What is the cost of Choice?”, “Both advocates and opponents of vouchers set forth arguments that, while tremendously passionate, are based largely on ideology, with minimal or only selective reliance on factual evidence. The result has been an antagonistic, vocal, highly visible confrontation between "believers" and "nonbelievers."”
  Furthermore, Metcalf says:
“During the past two years, we and our colleagues have been involved in an ongoing evaluation of the effects of the publicly funded voucher program in Cleveland, Ohio. During this time, we have become acutely aware of the tremendous confusion that exists over the effects, real and assumed, of voucher programs in the U.S. As noted above, there are few studies from which facts about voucher programs can be drawn, and these provide confusing -- even contradictory -- results. Unfortunately, though perhaps not surprisingly, this confusion has allowed those on both sides of the issue to selectively use research results to support their positions, and highly publicized scholarly infighting among researchers involved in the issue has further undermined public confidence in the utility of educational research and the honesty of those who conduct it.11”

Such a lack of information on the subject of vouchers and a public distrust of that information, which is clear from the amount of dispute of voucher research, especially that which is pro-voucher,
 due to this makes it clear that there needs to be far more research done on the topic of vouchers before there can be a well thought out plan created. In there present state; however, vouchers, for the reasons I have stated above, cannot work.

School vouchers, while the source of much debate, are a policy that, in its current form, cannot work. The lack of research on the topic has led to a heated debate of the issue that has little to with actual facts, but with overzealous using of certain studies to prove that vouchers work or do not work. Such a lack of research has caused an overwhelming show of debate and has left the scholarly public confused. One thing is certain. The limited amount of experimental research on the topic of vouchers has shown us that the current voucher system, even in its limited implementation, and, any increase in similar programs will be ineffective and cause a gap between rich and poor, able and unable. This is why vouchers, whose gains at the local level have shown to be specific and limited to mainly African Americans, are not a worthwhile investment until they are rethought and redrafted as new and more inclusive ideas.
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