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Shareable description of the voucher system


The voucher system is a proposed opportunity for educational choice.  A greater choice is made possible through voucher programs and school choice.  The school choice movement includes a broad range of approaches.  School vouchers is among a long list of alternative programs, such as, magnet schools, alternative schools, charter schools, tax credits for private school tuition, and interdistrict choice plans.  “Both advocates and opponents of vouchers set forth arguments that, while tremendously passionate, are based largely on ideology, minimal or only selective reliance on factual evidence” (Metcalf, 1999, p.65).  The basic definition and philosophy of the voucher system can be easily defined; the application and implementation of the voucher system that causes great distress among community members and parents seeking a better education for children than what is currently established in their neighborhood.

The targeted group for supplying vouchers is to the families with no choice, the poor.  Unlike the higher income or moderate income families who do have a choice as to where they reside, hence, an advantage in selecting and purchasing a home in a neighborhood where the schools reflect academic success.  “Poor families have little or no choice in where they reside, often being forced to live in neighborhoods near the most dangerous and least effective schools” (Metcalf, 1999). The theory behind school vouchers is surprisingly simple: every working American pays taxes that support public schools. The belief behind voucher programs is in diminishing the inequality poor families have in their children’s education by increasing the available choices to attend school outside their local neighborhood. “The case for parents to have greater choice and voice in their children’s education is made by those of all political stripes and persuasions, from far right to far left; by members of majority and minority ethnic groups; by the wealthy and the poor, by the religious and the secular” (Metcalf, 1999, p.66).  
2. Shareable description of the strongest argument against vouchers

Privately funded voucher programs outnumber publicly funded programs.  Research (Metcalf, 1999; Ferreyra, 2003) has been conducted on the only two publicly funded voucher programs in Cleveland, Ohio and Milwaukee, Wisconsin.  The Milwaukee Parental Choice Program and The Cleveland Scholarship and Tutoring Program are the nation’s two publicly funded voucher programs under scrutiny.  Several research attempts have been made to desperately publish an answer to the question: Does the public voucher system solve all educational inequity and narrow the academic achievement gap?  Controversy abounds with the research conducted on the two above mentioned public voucher programs.  “The passionate and emotional rhetoric that accompanies almost any discussion of the voucher issue stands in nearly inverse relation to the amount of evidence that exists about the effects of vouchers on students, teachers, families, or schools” (Metcalf, 1999, p.67).  

Within this section the descriptive argument will be presented by addressing the educational case, social case, and legal case against vouchers. Even though privately funded voucher programs outnumber publicly funded programs there is no research evidence that the academic achievement gap is narrowed. The reduction of student number in the classroom has made the biggest difference (Keystone).  Alex Molnar (1999), has studied the effects of class size reductions versus vouchers and has found vouchers lacking.  Private schools have accomplished this and in most cases narrowed the academic achievement gap.  “Privately funded voucher programs are much more limited in size and scope than publicly funded programs, serving small numbers of children within limited geographic regions and providing proportionally smaller tuition vouchers” (Metcalf, 1999).  San Antonio, Texas has two private voucher programs, both of which are funded by the DEO America Foundation.  “Goodwin, Kemerer, and Martinez compared the effects of public choice and private voucher programs in San Antonio. The small number of students (85) for who baseline (1991-92) and final year (1995-96) test score data were available and the limited nature of the results makes their achievement findings of little value” (Educational vouchers website)

When discussing the educational case against vouchers, student achievement ought to be the driving force behind any education reform initiative.  The main complaint against private school vouchers is students are held to different standards than students attending public schools. Private schools do not have to measure up to the accountability standards required by public schools. “Americans want consistent standards for students.  Where vouchers are in place, a two-tiered system has been set up that holds students in public and private schools to different standards” (NEA, 2001).  NEA and its affiliates support direct efforts to improve public schools.  There is no need to set up threats to schools for not performing. “What is needed is help for the students, teachers and schools who are struggling” (NEA, 2001). 

The social case against vouchers centers around the belief that vouchers were not designed to help low-income children.  A voucher lottery does not guarantee true equity, and is a terrible way to determine access to an education (NEA, 2001).  True equity means the ability for every child to attend a good school in their neighborhood. “A pure voucher system would only encourage economic, racial, ethnic, and religious stratification in our society. America’s success has been built on our ability to unify our diverse populations” (NEA, 2001).  

When considering private vouchers, the main complaint is they are simply an alternative to discussing how government money should be spent on equitable education.  Each year, about $65 million dollars is spent by foundations and individuals to promote vouchers.  The legal case against vouchers revolves around the privatization strategies that are about subsidizing tuition for students in private schools, not expanding opportunities for low-income children.  About 85% of private schools are religious.  Vouchers tend to be a means of circumventing the Constitutional prohibitions against subsidizing religious practice and instruction (NEA, 2001). “Despite desperate efforts to make the voucher debate about “school choice” and improving opportunities for low-income students, vouchers remain an elitist strategy” (NEA, 2001).  
3. Shareable description of the strongest argument for vouchers

There are many factors to be considered when determining whether we should or should not support all school systems regardless of their affiliation. According to Boffetti (ndg), in which he references the early 1970’s through 2000, that there are three common misconceptions about private school: they cater to the rich, they are essentially unregulated, and they do not serve the public good. 


The first misconception is false because private schools are about 10% of our nations K-12 and yet only 2% of our population in 2000 made over $100,000.00. Of these 78% charge less than $3,500 per year according to National Center for Education Statistics (1997-1998 school year).


The second misconception is false because public funding of private schools require greater accountability. In fact many states already have explicit guidelines for regular testing and reporting for private schools. The Supreme Court has upheld the rights of the of private schools because onerous regulations threaten parental rights to direct their child’s education 


The third misconception is false because all schools serve the public. Private schools save the public education system over $40 billion and the government reported in the year 2000 a savings on average of $6,915 per student attending private schools.  When we view the research available comparing the public school with the private we found that in 1999 private school children received higher grades then their counter part in proficiency of civic knowledge. The diversity of ethnicity was greater in private schools and less violent crimes have been committed in private schools. 


Today over 93% of the private school teachers are lay teachers and because of the requirements for paying higher wages, the cost of doing business in private schools has been responsible for the financial crisis among private institutions.


In 1925 (Pierce v. Society of Sisters) Justice McReynolds wrote, “The child is not the mere creature of the state; those who nurture him direct his destiny have the right, coupled with the high duty, to recognize and prepare him for additional obligations. In 1995, 43% of the parents cited dissatisfaction with the public school environment as their main reason for home schooling or sending their child to a private school. Data available shows that 88% of home school children go on to higher education after high school verse 50% of the general population. 


In 2002, Richard Whitrock of the The Daily Cougar (U. Houston) 02/25/2002 writes,
“American students are not dumb. Why, then, do they perform so poorly? The issue is simple: The education system in America is about as effective as rain dances ... in bikinis ... in the middle of the Sahara ... during the dry season. From top to bottom, the system is as rotten as last year's garbage, beginning with teachers' salaries and having no end in sight. There is light at the end of the tunnel, however, and it is the familiar light of reform that provides hope to America's bedraggled education system. That light is coming from school vouchers, and scores upon scores of Americans steadfastly demand to remain in the dark rather than give vouchers a chance. Despite the economic, social and educational benefits, some political forces in America are bound and determined to put out that light. Cries against vouchers run the entire gamut of traditional political mudslinging”. 
Despite the economic, social and educational benefits, some political forces in America are bound and determined to put out that light. Some parents, however, do not have faith in a government entity of education and believe their kids can receive a better education in a private school. These parents pay the private school tuition, but they still pay the same taxes for the public school education their children aren't using. Vouchers are simply checks to parents from the government that allow them to use their tax dollars

earmarked for federal education toward private school tuition. Parents who pay taxes would have the ability to send their tax money to the school their children attend.
 
 The government is not supporting any institution (religious or otherwise), because it has no power over what institution the money goes to other than that it must be a school. Second, opponents charge that vouchers are racist and nothing more than tax cuts for the rich. This, also, is misleading at best. What the opponents fail to realize is the rich already attend private schools, and the only new people who would be going to private schools would be those who could not afford it before (meaning all lower-income families regardless of race). 


While it is true that the rich would no longer be paying both tuition and public school taxes, there are several ways to reconcile the difference. Raising the limit of tax write-offs for donations to public schools, for instance, would more than provide incentive to keep the money flowing to public schools, but would probably increase the total budgetary amount.


 Competition between public and private schools would become evident and the argument would remain that vouchers take money from public schools. The only way vouchers could take money away from the schools is if the students changed from public to private school. In that case, the money would go down, but so would student population. This decreases class size while maintaining the dollar-to-student ratio in the school, providing effective education at the same cost. Furthermore, it has already been proven that throwing money at schools to solve the education problem is ineffective. Students leaving for a better means of education would force public schools to increase the quality of education in order to retain the money allotment per student.


           In essence, it would introduce competition into the market of public education, which would probably help fix problems within the current system. These problems in teaching are the most important, yet teachers are poorly paid. The paltry sum that teachers earn turns many thousands of potential great teachers away from the profession, simply because they cannot raise a family on a teaching salary. Vouchers would do much to solve this problem. By diverting more funds and students to private schools and increasing competition among all institutions of education, schools across the board would be forced to sell the quality of their school to attract money and students. This would mean an increase in teaching salary, simply because the demand for good teachers would skyrocket, which would help attract potentially great teachers who would otherwise have been unable to live off a teaching salary. Vouchers are only the beginning towards relieving the education problems in America. Much more far-reaching reform is needed, including a complete restructuring of curriculum (like introducing an early emphasis on cognitive thinking skills) and increased access to technology and information. 


Vouchers are a step in the right direction, and Americans could embrace them as a kick-start to reform in education.  The voucher model enables parents to access the tax dollars already designated for their children's education and redirect them to the public, private, or religious school they choose for their children. The tax credit model enables parents to access new dollars for education, either through an individual-use tax credit taken against the cost of private education or through scholarships from an organization funded by donations that qualify their givers for tax credits.

The U.S. House Judiciary Committee's Subcommittee on the Constitution held a hearing on Sept. 17, 2002 to examine the constitutional boundaries of voucher programs, based on the Supreme Court's decision in Simmons-Harris v. Zelman. The court held that in order to be constitutional, a voucher program must be neutral toward religion; be funded indirectly, through the independent decisions of individuals; and offer genuine secular alternatives to religious education.

The Supreme Court ruled in June 2002 that vouchers do not violate the constitutional separation of church and state, clearing the way for their wider use. According to Phi Delta Kappa International, a majority (52%) opposes the use of vouchers, and 46% support them. Support is up significantly from 34% favoring vouchers last year. Supporters say vouchers give low-income parents more choices for their children's education, but critics fear that using government money for private schools will harm public schools, which are already struggling.
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