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research supporting the positive impact of vouchers every-
where they are allowed to affect public schools, to respond 
by holding up the continued failure of public schools overall 
is simply obscurantism.

Voucher Programs Are Heavily Restricted
The positive impact of voucher programs on public schools 
identi�ed in the empirical research is sometimes modest in 
size. That is hardly surprising, given that existing voucher 
programs are also modest in size. If modest programs pro-
duce modest bene�ts, not dramatic bene�ts, is the logical 
conclusion to deny that voucher programs have any bene�ts 
and give up on them? Or to expand them until they are large 
enough to have a dramatic impact? 

Existing voucher programs are hindered by limits on the 
number of students they may serve, limits on the types of 
students they may serve, limits on the purchasing power they 
are allowed to provide, limits on families� ability to supple-
ment that purchasing power, limits on how students may be 
admitted to participating schools, and so forth. These limits 
are detailed in the 2008 Friedman Foundation report �Grad-
ing School Choice.�

Yet some people demand that these programs, while still re-
stricted in size and scope, must produce Herculean results or 
else be given up as hopeless. No matter how clear the scien-
ti�c evidence showing that vouchers improve public schools, 
we still hear the response that public schools haven�t yet 
been radically transformed in places with vouchers, there-
fore vouchers had no effect.

Some of the most restrictive limits are imposed in the Mil-
waukee voucher program. That program was the early 
pioneer that founded the modern school choice movement. 
Because it started at a time when vouchers did not have 

a national movement behind them, the Milwaukee program 
had to accept more political compromises than recent school 
choice programs have had to accept. For the same reason 
�because it was the original pioneer�the Milwaukee pro-
gram is taken to be the �agship voucher program and is the 
nation�s most prominent school choice program. So, ironi-
cally, the program that labors under the worst restraints, 
which therefore ought to be expected to produce especially 
modest results, is actually expected to produce a �Milwau-
kee miracle� and vindicate all vouchers everywhere. This is 
simply unreasonable.
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A WIN-WIN SOLUTION: THE EMPIRICAL EVIDENCE ON HOW VOUCHERS AFFECT PUBLIC SCHOOLS

Even if vouchers did not improve public schools, there would 
still be other reasons to implement them. They provide a 
better education to those who use them, they provide better 
services for disabled students, they put students into schools 
that are more racially integrated, they improve students� 
civic values, they save the public money, and so forth.25 

But vouchers do, in fact, improve public schools. Of the 
seventeen empirical studies conducted on this question, 16 
� nd that vouchers improve public schools and one�the only 
one examining a program that insulates public schools from 
voucher competition�� nds no visible difference. No empiri-
cal studies � nd that vouchers harm public schools.

The bene� ts of competition in education are clearly es-
tablished by the evidence. The only remaining question is 
whether the evidence will be permitted to shape public de-
bate on the question of vouchers.

CONCLUSION

Vouchers do, in fact, improve 
public schools. 
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