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THE CASE FOR SCHOOL VOUCHERS

I believe in anything that will act to improve education, and I believe, that in the school voucher programs, education will be improved by a lowering of class sizes or the pupil-teacher ratio. I was not a grade A student in high school, in fact I got by the "skin of my teeth." My parents wanted to enroll me in a private school in New York, but were unable to because they couldn't afford it. They knew that private schools have a smaller teacher-pupil ratio; this means a greater amount of individual attention. One of the President's goals for schools is for smaller class sizes. My parents realized this some forty years before our President did.


Of course, to create smaller class sizes would mean the construction of more schools. The school voucher system would cut down the necessity of more schools by channeling funds through private schooling. 

School vouchers, also known as scholarships, redirect the flow of education funding, channeling it directly to individual families rather than to school districts. This allows families to select the public or private schools of their choice and have all or part of the tuition paid. Scholarships are advocated on the grounds that parental choice and competition between public and private schools will improve education for all children. Vouchers can be funded and administered by the government, by private organizations, or by some combination of both (http://www.schoolchoices.org/roo/vouchers.htm).

N. Gregory Mankiew is a Harvard economics professor and author of Principles of Economics. In his article "Vouchers: Schools need competition," for Fortune, he tells us the idea of school vouchers is going mainstream. In New York City, Mayor Rudolph Giuilani is advocating the use of public funds for vouchers to private schools. In Florida, Governor Jeb Bush is pushing a plan to give them to students from public schools with subpar performance records. Milwaukee's voucher program has 15,000 students. Billionaire investor Ted Forstmann and others recently offered 40, 000 private school scholarships to students from low-income families. More than a million families entered this lottery, including about a third of those from New York City (Fortune 40).

The Milwaukee experiment is unique in that it is the first publicly funded voucher program in the country and the only one with several years of results. Based on the normal curve equivalent (NCE) on the Iowa Test of Basic Skills, random comparisons between choice school students and those in public schools were given in reading and mathematics. For mathematics: a slight difference for the first two years; 5 percent in favor of the voucher students after 3 years; and 10.7 percent in favor of the these students, over the public school students, after 4 years. In reading: in favor of the voucher students, between 2 and 3 percent in the first two years; 5.8 percent in the fourth year (Education and Urban Society 200).

The Milwaukee choice experiment suggests that privatization in education may result in efficiency gains. The above finding is from a random experiment testing. Positive results were found for all four years of the experiment except in one case. The results reported in the main analysis for both math and reading are statistically significant for students remaining in the program for 3 to 4 years (Education and Urban Society 205-206).

Paul E. Peterson, is the Henry Lee Shattuck Professor of Government and director of the Program on Education Policy and Governance at Harvard University. In his article “Vouchers and Test Scores: What the Numbers Show,” he tells us of another Iowa Test of Basic Skills test given to scholarship applicants and students in the public school system in New York City. This test was based on the national percentile ranking between one and one hundred. The national average is 50. After one year, the national percentile ranking of students attending private schools was, on average, two points higher in reading and mathematics than the ranking of the students who stayed in public schools. These choice students, in the fourth and fifth grades, scored six percentile points more in math, and four points more in reading (Policy Review 11). 

Policy Review also gives an example of supporters of public education turning to the private sector for help in solving problems of overcrowding. The Superintendent of Schools in Houston, Texas used such an approach when Houston voters rejected a $390 million bond issue to build 15 new schools and renovate 84 others. The Superintendent, Rod Paige, suggested that some students from 65 overcrowded schools attend local private schools at district expense. This was approved unanimously by the Houston school trustees (Policy Review 19). 

The book Learning From School Choice gives several more examples of positive results.

The inner-city environment of San Antonio is not considered conducive to student learning. In 1992 the Children's Educational Opportunity Foundation (CEO) increased the availability of private school choice by providing partial scholarships to children throughout the San Antonio area. 

A small sampling of parent's satisfaction with the amount their children learned and with the school discipline made a general increase over 3 school years (1991-92 to 1994-95). There was greater participation among parents. Parents who moved their children to private schools rated these new schools highly, or higher than their children's previous public schools (Godwin, Kemerer, and Martinez 275) 

Three conclusions were reached from the San Antonio experience: (1) Market forces compel choice schools to outperform their competitors and to respond to the demands of their customers. Choice schools give principals and teachers greater authority and autonomy, and they are less controlled by central bureaucracies. (2) Choice schools are smaller; they have a stronger sense of mission. Parents, students, and teachers feel part of a community. These factors facilitate learning, particularly by at-risk students. (3) Not only do teachers teach students; students teach themselves and each other. There is motivation for higher achievement with peer group norms dedicated toward that end (Ibid. 286-287). 

In Indianapolis the Educational Choice Charitable Trust (ECCT) uses private funds to help parents send their children to the private schools of their choice. Transferring students lost some ground in the early grades, but they soon began to catch up with students who had been in private schools all along (Weinschrott and Kilgore 307). The broad population of IPS middle school students, on the other hand, experienced a severe drop in performance in the sixth and eighth grades. There was more involvement by parents of children transferred to private schools then by these same parents when their children were in public school (Ibid. 327.) The authors concluded that giving parents choice over how and where their children are educated also gives them a sense of ownership and enthusiasm that contribute to improvement of their children's performance ( Ibid. 333). 

In Cleveland, parents were asked why they applied for scholarships to private schools for their children. The reasons given by a great majority of parents were: (1) to improve the academic quality of their children's education, and (2) the greater amount of safety to be found at choice schools (Greene, Howell, and Peterson 366).

Students transferred to Hope Academy and Hope Ohio City (called the Hope schools) showed gains in Math, Math Concepts, and Reading--8.6, 7.1, 5.7--over one year (1996 to 1997). In the same period of time, there was an average decline of 1 to 2 points, on the same subjects, by the Cleveland inner-city students (Ibid. 380-382).

The Cleveland Scholarship Tutoring Program (CSTP) believes test scores and parent's survey data provide strong enough support for future choice initiatives, although the program in Cleveland has only been in effect since 1997 (Ibid. 388).

Appeals for alternate educational systems are not a new thing as expressed in Education Vouchers: From Theory to Alum Rock, published in 1972. 

Peter Schrag reported on a conclusion that was reached in 1967 by the Task Force on Economic Growth and Opportunity of the U. S. Chamber of Commerce. It declared:

"Competition with existing public school systems offers a promising means of improving both public and private education. If all parents, at every income level, could choose between sending their children to approved private schools at public expense, both public and private education would improve as schools attempted to attract and hold pupils. Businessmen should press for the fullest possible consideration of proposals designed to enhance education in education. Local, state, and federal governments should consider legislation which would enable communities to adopt programs establishing a public-private option for all children." (Schrag 8)


Similar proposals came from the then director of the U. S. Office of Education in his study ”Equality of Educational Opportunity." He suggested that the city of Washington operate competing public school systems. Other equally reputable critics expressed their felling that a diversity of educational options is the only way to provide healthy alternatives to a rigid public system (Ibid 8). Alternatives are now appearing in the form of school vouchers and charter schools.


Theodore Sizer was Dean of the Harvard School of Education in the late 1960's. Dean Sizer stated that public schools were a monopoly, and monopolies offer neither variety nor high quality. He contended that a market place must be created for education--children and parents as the choice-making consumers. These consumers would be able to pick the better schools, thereby forcing all to improve their quality (Sizer 24). Later surveys, on public confidence in public schools, seem to bear this out.


One idea--also stated in the late 1960's--was to give public money directly to the children and their parents, and let them choose their own school. Its best-known advocate, at that time, was economist Milton Friedman, who later became a Nobel Laureate in Economics. Dr. Friedman asserted that the particular school of their choice could cash the voucher, given to poor children and their families. The poorer the child, the more valuable the voucher. A child from a severely restricted background will require more expensive services than one from a wealthier family (Ibid. 28).


There are objections to the school voucher programs. The foremost has to be the problem of whether it would violate the principle of separation of Church and State. Milwaukee was the one place this was tested. Wisconsin, going on their state constitution prohibiting the subsidizing of religious institutions, won a judgment against Milwaukee's school voucher program in an appellate court. However, the Supreme Court of Wisconsin overturned this decision on appeal. That verdict was appealed to the U.S. Supreme Court, but the high court refused to consider the case, allowing the Wisconsin Supreme verdict to stand.

http://www.schoolchoices.org/roo/myths.htm).


The late Chief Justice of U. S. Supreme Court Warren Burger once said the churches are "excluded from the affairs of government and important discretionary powers may not be delegated to or shared with religious institutions."(Doerr, Menendez, and Swomley 41). But, in the case of Meek vs. Pittenger (1975), he said, "The court will come to a more enlightened and tolerant view of the First Amendment's guarantee of free exercise of religion, thus eliminating the denial of equal protection to children in church-sponsored schools, and take a more realistic view that carefully limited aid to children is not a step toward establishing a state religion." (Policy Review 42).


On this note, I can only say that my mother came from England and spent her early and school years there. She told me that, in these schools, which do cater to a state religion, the Jewish children were asked to leave the room when it was time for religious instruction. I can't see why the same thing can't be done here.



There is much more to be said, pro and con, and the voucher system may have some flaws. But, we should ask ourselves if the advantages outweigh the disadvantages. The system has been operating a relatively short time, but already it has demonstrated its usefulness in improved scores in vital subjects and parent participation. The idea, as I said earlier, is to reduce the teacher student-ratio. This would afford more individual attention to those more in need without taking it away from those who do not need this greater attention. I believe that we should at least give it a chance and observe it. It can always be eliminated, or it can serve as a vehicle from which we can learn to improve the whole education system. As of now, it does not act as a competitor to public education but as a co-partner.
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