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elementary teaching positions. “For the first time,” wrote Hess, “the MPS faced the loss of
enrollment and funding.”

Figure 16: K-12 Enrollment Changes in Milwaukee:
Voucher Schools vs. Public Schools, 1990-2008

However, the enrollment loss was short-lived, and MPS enrollment turned out to be relatively
stable during most of this period from 1998-99 to 2003-04. Although the size of the student body
dropped from 106,025 to 103,541 during the first two years, the city schools subsequently
maintained a steady level of about 103,500 students for the next four years.

At the same time, the growth of independent charter schools from 1998-99 onwards caused total
public school enrollment (MPS plus independent charter schools) also to remain relatively flat
during this period. Starting at 106,093 students in 1998-99, total public school enrollment dipped
to 105,111 in 2000-01 but then rose to what turned out to be its peak of 107,174 in 2003-04. This
was virtually the same as MPS’s peak enrollment figure of 107,043 seven years earlier in 1997-
98, at the end of Phase I.

While public school enrollment remained flat during this period, MPCP enrollment surged. After
jumping by more than 4,500 students in 1998-99, MPCP enrollment rose by an average of 1,500
students a year, increasing from 6,085 in 1998-99 to 13,268 in 2003-04.

As a result of the increase in enrollment in voucher schools and independent charter schools,
total publicly funded K-12 enrollment in Milwaukee continued to increase during this period,
rising from 112,178 in 1998-99 to 120,442 in 2003-04. This year marked the end of the second
phase of MPS enrollment changes.



- 33 -

In the past four years, voucher
competition in Milwaukee has
changed from a gnat-bite to a
whack from a 2-by-4.

Phase III: 2004-05 to date: Period of declining enrollment for MPS

# 2004-05 was the first of four years of accelerating enrollment decline for MPS.
# 2004-05 was the peak enrollment year for publicly funded K-12 education in Milwaukee.

The first year in this third phase, the 2004-05 school year, marked the peak enrollment year for
publicly funded K-12 education in Milwaukee, when the combined enrollment of MPS, MPCP,
and independent charters reached a total of 121,188 students. By 2007-08, combined enrollment
had dropped by more than 2,000 students to 118,476.

However, neither the voucher program nor the independent charter schools suffered enrollment
declines during this four-year period. Enrollment in Milwaukee’s voucher schools continued to
increase at an average annual rate of 1,500 students a year, rising to a total of 19,233 in 2007-08.
Independent charter schools also continued to increase enrollment during this period, increasing
their student body from 3,844 in 2004-05 to 5,271 in 2007-08.

The experience of MPS was just the opposite. The first year in this third phase marked the
beginning of an accelerating four-year enrollment decline for the Milwaukee Public Schools.
Even though total publicly funded K-12 enrollment peaked in 2004-05, MPS enrollment fell
sharply, and it continued to fall in subsequent years.

Over the four-year period, enrollment in the Milwaukee Public Schools fell by an average of
2,100 students a year, from 102,309 in 2004-05 to 93,972 in 2007-08. By 2006-07, MPS for the
first time had fewer students than the district had 17 years earlier in 1990-91, when the voucher
program first started. From the end of Phase II in 2003-04 to the end of Phase III in 2007-08,
MPS lost almost 10,000 students.

Reviewing the three MPS enrollment phases, it
appears that, until the start of Phase III in 2004-05,
the public schools in Milwaukee were to a large
degree insulated from the competitive pressure of
voucher schools because there was a sufficient
inflow of new K-12 students for Milwaukee to
sustain both a substantial expansion of the voucher
program and increasing or flat enrollment for the public schools. After reviewing the increased
enrollment situations in both Milwaukee and Cleveland in 2001, Hess commented, “Competition
in most urban districts is like a gnat to a bull, there but barely noticed.”101

Over the past four years, however, the competition for students has changed dramatically, with
the Milwaukee Public Schools experiencing a significant decline in enrollment not only because
of a loss of students to voucher schools and independent charter schools but also because of
overall declining student enrollment. In the past four years, voucher competition in Milwaukee
has changed from a gnat-bite to a whack from a 2-by-4.

Even though MPS technically has “lost” more than 17,000 students to MPCP (90 percent of
19,233 students) over the 18 years from 1990-91 until 2007-08, the district has until recently not
had to cope with a corresponding reduction in enrollment because the loss of students to voucher
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There is a real risk involved in
using the response of the public
schools as the primary determinant
of whether vouchers are effective. 

schools was offset by an almost 20,000-student increase in publicly funded K-12 enrollment
during that period. Although the result of this offset has been to shield MPS from the effects of
voucher competition, the steady improvement in MPS graduation rates for all ethnic groups over
the past 10 years indicates MPS has not used this shield to postpone action on improving district
performance.

With overall K-12 enrollment now falling and MPCP enrollment still rising, MPS is now
experiencing the full effect of voucher competition on enrollment and will need to work much
harder to improve student achievement sufficiently to stem further enrollment losses. Based on
past performance, it appears likely MPS will rise to this new challenge and use it to prompt  the
district to a significantly higher level of performance.

10.  Vouchers and Public School Reform: Does It Matter?

While the expectation is that the current reduction in enrollment from voucher competition will
spur the Milwaukee Public Schools to take the steps necessary to stem that loss, history tells us
such a response is not always forthcoming. Declining student enrollment does not necessarily
spur a public school district to improve its educational offerings to try to keep parents sending
their children to the schools.

Since the 1960s, millions of families migrated from U.S. cities to the suburbs, largely because of
concerns over schools, and yet public school administrators in the cities did not respond to that
substantial loss of students by improving the performance of their schools. For example, in a
1997 Calvert Institute survey of families who left Baltimore for the suburbs in 1996, the poor
quality of the city’s public schools was cited by half of the families as one of the top three
reasons for leaving the city.102, 103, 104 Half of the families said they might have stayed in the city
if they had been given access to school choice and vouchers.

Also, while the expectation is that public
schools will respond to competition and work
to improve their educational programs, there
is a real risk involved in using the response
of the public schools as the primary
determinant of whether vouchers are
effective. The public schools could simply

choose not to respond to vouchers so that observers would conclude vouchers are not effective.

An early court ruling in the Cleveland voucher case is instructive here. In December 1999, U.S.
District Judge Solomon Oliver Jr. ruled the Cleveland voucher program was unconstitutional
because almost all of the participating schools were religious and thus the program did not offer
a real choice to parents. However, the shortage of secular school options that Judge Oliver found
objectionable was a direct consequence of the refusal of suburban public schools to participate in
the program.105 Had Oliver’s ruling been allowed to stand, it would have given public schools the
power to invalidate a voucher program simply by declining to participate in it.



- 35 -

“Established market leaders are
only rarely up to the challenge of
disruptive change,” notes
Merrifield. “New competition
typically replaces them.”

Similarly, in the Milwaukee case, if the effectiveness of the city’s voucher program were to be
assessed solely by how much the public schools improved in response to competition from
vouchers, then the public schools could easily sandbag that assessment by declining to respond
to the competition. However, a public school district that does not respond to a continuing loss of
students to voucher schools is a clear indication that parents are making the right decision in
placing their children elsewhere.

Merrifield also has questioned whether the response of the public school system should be
regarded as the “alleged acid test” of the efficacy of market forces.106 If such reasoning were
valid, he points out, recent advances in retailing, computers, and telecommunications could not
have been achieved without improved performance by the firms who were the market leaders
before those advances occurred – Sears, IBM, and the original AT&T.

“Established market leaders are only rarely
up to the challenge of disruptive change,”
notes Merrifield. “New competition typically
replaces them.”

The last word is from Stern, and it serves as a
reminder that even though education
reformers may not agree on how to improve
the public schools, there is general agreement on why it is so important that the schools be
improved.

 “I was a product of the New York City public schools,” said Stern in a 2004 interview.107 “My
entire experience was with public schools, and I considered myself a very strong supporter of the
role of public schooling in our democracy. I cared very deeply about how the public schools
inculcated the civic ethic and an understanding of the democratic system, and in moving new
generations of immigrants and the poor up through the economic system by giving them an
opportunity for advancement.

“That was what the public schools did for me,” Stern continued. “Part of my reaction to what
was going on in my children’s schools was a disappointment that the schools were no longer
doing that very well.”

11.  Summary of Findings

The following points have emerged in addressing the question: Can vouchers improve public
schools, and what lessons can we learn from the Milwaukee Parental Choice Program?

A. Existing Voucher Programs Focus on Rescue, Not Reform

While Milton Friedman advocated universal vouchers as a means of reforming the public
schools, he pointed out that existing voucher programs – including the Milwaukee Parental
Choice Program – involved a much more constrained version that he called “charity” vouchers.
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Targeted vouchers are rescue
efforts to save the children of the
most needy parents. They are not
designed primarily to spur systemic
reforms.

These targeted vouchers are rescue efforts to save the children of the most needy parents. They
are not designed primarily to spur systemic reforms, though their supporters sometimes promise
such changes. It is not surprising they have produced no dramatic improvement in the public
schools.

B.  Before Rejecting Universal
Vouchers, Try Them

The limited effects of “charity” vouchers on
public school systems are often pointed to as
evidence that universal vouchers would not
spur system-wide reforms of public school
systems. Surely it would be more logical and

appropriate for reform advocates to admit the limitations of charity vouchers and actually try
universal vouchers before condemning them for not working.

The limited effect of current voucher programs on public school systems is more a consequence
of the limitations that have been placed on those programs than any shortcoming of vouchers per
se. If we want the benefits from vouchers to touch all children, including those in public schools,
then all parents and children ought to be eligible for vouchers of sufficient amounts to create a
genuine free market for educational services.

School reformers should work to expand existing voucher programs rather than reject the
voucher concept. Universal vouchers have the additional benefit of creating a broader base of
families willing to provide the political support necessary to achieve systemic change.

C. Even Charity Vouchers Can Produce Some Improvements

Research shows that when schools compete for students, even at a very modest level and in the
absence of vouchers, small but measurable benefits ensue. Charity voucher programs provide
more competition, and so can reasonably be expected to produce more benefits. However, these
benefits may not be very substantial to begin with, and can be muted by other circumstances,
some of which are mentioned below. The design of a voucher program to a large extent
determines the likely effect on public school performance.

D. Improvements Are Less Likely When Voucher Competition Is Ill-Defined

Vouchers are less likely to produce improvements in the public schools when the competition
produced by vouchers is difficult for public school administrators to assess. The response of
public schools to competition from vouchers depends on the proximity and size of the
competitive threat posed by vouchers. Faced by an imminent and specific threat from vouchers,
public schools will respond strongly to the competitive challenge. However, when faced with a
less imminent and less specific threat from vouchers, public schools will respond only weakly.
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Public schools that experience no
negative financial consequences
when losing students to voucher
schools are unlikely to improve
their educational programs.

E. Improvements Are Less Likely When Voucher Value is Too Low

When the voucher value is too low, it limits the number and kinds of private schools that are
willing to participate in the program. This in turn limits the number of students who take part in
the program and reduces the competition for students that vouchers create.

Although the maximum value of the
Milwaukee voucher is still only half the per-
pupil spending in public schools, the city’s
voucher program has grown during the past
decade by an average of 1,500 students a
year. By contrast, the voucher program in
Cleveland, where the voucher is worth only
about a quarter of the per-pupil spending in
the city’s public schools, has grown very little in recent years. The voucher must be adequate for
parents to afford tuition at private secular schools as well as private religious schools.

F. Improvements Are Less Likely When Enrollment Losses Have No Financial
Consequences for Public Schools

Public schools that experience no negative financial consequences when losing students to
voucher schools are unlikely to improve their educational programs. Voucher programs that have
“hold harmless” provisions – that don’t reduce funding as enrollment declines – are almost
certain not to encourage public school reforms. If we want public schools to respond to
competition, the public schools must feel the effects of competition. If they don’t, they are
unlikely to respond to competition.

G. Improvements Are Less Likely When Vouchers Produce No Enrollment
Decline

Although a loss of students to voucher schools would be expected to reduce enrollment in the
public schools by a corresponding amount, this is not always the case, as overall K-12
enrollment may be increasing or decreasing – cancelling out the loss of students in the one case
and exacerbating it in the other. We have shown this to be the case in Milwaukee, where only in
the past two years has enrollment in the Milwaukee Public Schools dropped below the level it
was in 1990-91, when the Milwaukee Parental Choice Program started. In the interim, the city’s
voucher program has increased its enrollment by almost 19,000 students, absorbing most of the
city’s 19,764-student increase in publicly funded K-12 enrollment since 1990-91.

However, competition for students in Milwaukee has changed dramatically only during the past
four years, with the Milwaukee Public Schools experiencing an accelerating decline in
enrollment because of a loss of students to voucher schools and independent charter schools and
the overall declining K-12 enrollment in the city.
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Don’t give up on universal
vouchers before they have
been tried anywhere. 

12.  Recommendations

My recommendations for people genuinely interested in using school choice to improve schools
across the country fall out of the conclusions listed above.

First, don’t give up on vouchers just because test scores aren’t improving very much. Give the
program time to work and check out all aspects of performance improvement – test scores,
graduation rates, dropout rates, achievement gap, graduation gap, and changing demographics.

Second, don’t give up on universal vouchers
before they have been tried anywhere. Existing
voucher programs are hobbled in various ways and
do not tell us much about how a truly competitive
market in K-12 education would operate.

Third, when designing voucher programs, try to make the competitive effect of vouchers as
explicit as possible.

Fourth, the more closely the value of the voucher approaches the per-pupil spending of the
public schools, the more secular private schools are likely to participate and thus a greater
variety of educational choices is made available for parents.

And fifth, public schools should suffer some financial consequences when they lose students to
voucher schools. The most effective way of doing this is per-capita school funding, i.e., have
“the dollar follow the child” to whatever school he or she attends.
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