Voucher FAQ

Vouchers and Student Achievement
Q: Do voucher programs improve student achievement?
A: No. In March 2011, the University of Arkansas’ School Choice Demonstration Project, funded largely
through donation from the Walton Family Foundation, released a report on Milwaukee’s school choice
program.
That study found there was no significant difference in the performance of select choice students and
similar Milwaukee public school students in the 2009-10 school year. That finding was affirmed by a
report released in August by Wisconsin’s nonpartisan Legislative Audit Bureau.
And Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction data based on the test scores of all students show that
voucher students in Milwaukee’s choice program actually performed worse on standardized tests in fall
2010 than students in Milwaukee public schools. That was even true among students categorized as
“economically disadvantaged.”
The recent experience with voucher expansion in the Racine Unified School District (RUSD) shows similar
results. According to Marc Duff, a former Republican state Assembly Representative (and member of the
powerful Joint Finance Committee) and current Director of Business Services – Budget for RUSD, test
scores indicated voucher students in Racine performed worse than RUSD students. Choice advocates
suggest that the students they are receiving have not been the best students creamed from RUSD and
they argue the test results indicate just how low-performing the students that they are getting are. The
problem is that half of the students were never RUSD students! Since half of the students were either
private or charter students and former RUSD students’ test scores were better, this seems to indicate
that it was the former private school students who are dragging down test scores.
Ramifications: Although Gov. Walker has publicly stated that he wants voucher schools to be subject to
the state’s report card system, nothing in his proposed budget would require this. By not requiring that
voucher schools take part in the state’s accountability system, Gov. Walker’s budget helps to ensure
that a valid comparison between student performance in voucher schools versus private schools will not
materialize any time soon. This means parents of voucher students or potential voucher students have
no objective way to evaluate educational claims made by voucher schools and taxpayers, who are
funding religious/private schools, have no ability to assess how their tax dollars are being spent.

Voucher Eligibility
Q: Where can voucher programs operate and who can qualify for a voucher?
A: Under current law, a pupil living in the city of Milwaukee or an eligible school district (currently, only
the Racine Unified School District) may, under a parental choice (voucher) program, attend a private
school at state expense if, among other conditions, the pupil is a member of a family that has a total
family income that does not exceed 300 percent of the poverty level—about $71,000 per year for a
family of four (and about $78,000 per year if the child’s parents or guardians are married) for voucher
students enrolling for the 2013-14 school year. Voucher students who are continuing in a voucher
school (or who were on a waiting list for the voucher school) in the prior year are no longer required to
meet the income limits. In other words, once a student qualifies for a voucher he or she may continue to
receive a voucher even if family income exceeds the income eligibility limit.
Governor Walker’s proposed budget (Assembly Bill 40) expands the voucher program by making eligible
any school district with at least 4,000 pupils and two or more district schools that have been placed in a
performance category of “fails to meet expectations" or “meets few expectations" (qualifying
categories) on a school report card published by the DPI. If, after a school district has been identified as
an eligible school district, at least 20 pupils who reside in the school district apply to attend private
voucher schools, the eligible school district becomes a qualifying eligible school district and qualifying
pupils who reside in that school district may attend a private school under the parental choice program.
In the 2013−14 school year, no more than 500 pupils residing in qualifying eligible school districts may
participate in the expanded voucher program. In the 2014−15 school year, participation cannot exceed
1,000 pupils. The proposed budget is silent about any cap in subsequent years. Using the expansion to
Racine as the model, one should expect there would be no limit in subsequent years.

Voucher Funding
Q: How much state aid does the voucher program provide to voucher schools?
A: Currently, a private voucher school receives $6,442 per student or the private school's operating and
debt service cost per student, whichever is less. (Governor Walker’s proposed budget recommends
increasing the 2014-15 payments to $7,050 for pupils in grades K through 8 and to $7,856 for pupils in
grades 9 through 12.)
A private voucher school may not charge or receive any additional tuition payments for a voucher
student in grades kindergarten through 8. However, a private voucher high school currently may, in
addition to the state aid payment it receives, charge a voucher student ( in grades 9 through 12) tuition
if the family income of the student exceeds 220 percent of the federal poverty level. The tuition amount
is determined by the voucher school.
Ramifications: The increase in the dollar amount of state-guaranteed payments for taxpayer-funded
religious and private school vouchers diminishes the resources for ALL of Wisconsin’s public school
students. This would be true even if total voucher enrollment does not increase.

Q: Would even a low-performing voucher school receive the proposed increase in the per pupil
payments?
A: Yes. As introduced, the budget bill is silent on any negative consequences for a low-performing
voucher school.
Ramifications: Public school proponents have never opposed competition, but want to be on even
ground with religious/private schools with regard to accountability for student performance. Taxpayer
funding demands taxpayer accountability.
Q: How does state aid to voucher schools compare to state aid to public schools?
A: A recent memo by the non-partisan Legislative Fiscal Bureau (LFB) shows that while the average
public school student in Wisconsin receives roughly $4,900 of general state aid, the state guarantees
private voucher school students $6,442 in aid from the state and local school districts. Over 80 percent
of public school districts now receive less than the guaranteed voucher amount. That percentage is likely
to grow because the governor now proposes to increase the guaranteed voucher payments to $7,050
for voucher schools at the K-8 level and $7,856 at the high school level.
Ramifications: As the public education ”pie” gets sliced thinner and thinner, public school students will
see reduced funding for smaller classes, educational opportunities and extracurriculars.
Q: How are private school vouchers funded?
A: Under current law, the state pays 61.6 percent of the total cost of the voucher (or about $3,969 per
voucher student) directly. The remaining 38.4 percent of the voucher (or about $2,474 per voucher
student) is paid by the school district in which a voucher program is located (currently either Milwaukee
Public Schools or Racine Unified) through a reduction in its general equalization aid entitlement each
year. The proposed budget would continue this model as the funding mechanism for voucher expansion.
Ramifications: The guaranteed $6,442 that goes to each student in religious/private schools diminishes
the availability of resources for public school students and will drain the public school system as more
and more private school students whose families currently pay tuition opt to have the state pay their
tuition instead. Voucher expansion is leading us toward two school systems, both publicly funded: One
is a constitutionally mandated system of district (public) schools governed by locally elected school
boards accountable to voters, taxpayers and parents, which is subject to the new state education
accountability system designed to ensure administrator, teacher and student accountability; and the
other a system of publicly-funded but privately-operated private and religious schools that accept
vouchers with no comparable system of oversight to protect taxpayers and a lack of performance data
related to student achievement
Q: Voucher proponents argue that vouchers actually save taxpayers money; how is that?
A: Voucher proponents argue that if every child currently attending private schools came into the public
system, local and state costs would increase. What proponents fail to note is that many of the vouchereligible students have never attended a public school, so their “savings” argument is misleading, at best.
According to the Racine Unified School District’s experience with voucher expansion, only half of the
students participating in the Racine voucher program were students enrolled in RUSD. A significant
percentage of students receiving vouchers were existing private school students. As a result, the

greatest beneficiary of the voucher program in Racine has been private school parents who received a
financial windfall. Parents in Racine enrolled their child in Horlick High School mid-year so they could get
a voucher to Racine Lutheran for next year. All of the 9th graders who received vouchers in the first year
of the program went to Shoreland Lutheran and none were previously RUSD students.
Ramifications: The voucher program reduces available resources to all public schools. There is no
“savings” in the opportunities for public school students; but a diminished offering of programs, classes
and services.
In part, voucher schools have lower costs because voucher schools do not provide the same level of
services to students, especially in the area of special education (see item below) but also in other areas
as well. A report released in January 2013 by the Public Policy Forum concluded that one-third of
voucher schools in Milwaukee and Racine do not have teachers for art, music and physical education
and students attending those schools are without those opportunities.
According to the Milwaukee Journal Sentinel, the report also revealed:
•

Out of 110 responding Milwaukee voucher schools, 39 reported having no art, music, physical
education, library or technology specialist teachers.

•

Milwaukee voucher schools reported a total of 53 art teachers, 52 music teachers and 72
physical education teachers, but it's unclear whether those were full time and/or certified
positions. MPS data shows it has 81 full-time art teachers, 52 full-time music teachers and 126
full-time physical education teachers serving between 150 and 160 schools this year.

Five voucher schools refused to participate in the forum's census. In Milwaukee: Immanuel Lutheran
School, Travis Technology High School and Wisconsin Career Academy. In Racine: Mount Pleasant
Renaissance School and John Paul II Academy.
Private voucher schools face lower costs than public schools in other ways as well. A private voucher
school is not required to provide transportation to voucher students. In Milwaukee, the typical situation
is that if a private voucher school notifies MPS of the voucher school's attendance area and provides the
names and addresses of its students for the following school year, in some cases MPS will provide
transportation or reimburse parents' transportation costs in part. If MPS is not required to provide
transportation for the voucher student, and the private voucher school chooses to provide
transportation, the voucher school may charge the parent or guardian a fee for the service.
Although some voucher schools provide transportation to pupils, most do not. Those private voucher
schools that choose to provide transportation are able to charge the parent or guardian a fee for the
service.
Q: What impact do vouchers have on local property taxes?
A: Private school voucher expansion means property taxes will rise in any community where voucher
programs are allowed.
School officials in the Green Bay Area Public Schools (GBAPS) have produced an analysis of the fiscal
effect of private school voucher expansion would have on GBAPS. The bottom line is this: If a voucher

program comes to GBAPS with 200 new voucher students, district taxpayers would pay an additional
$1,231,080 in property taxes. With 500 voucher students, district taxpayers would pay an additional
$3,131,972 in property taxes. As the number of private school voucher students increases, so will the
additional property taxes for GBAPS taxpayers. Private school voucher expansion means property taxes
will rise. See the GBAPS analysis here.
Voucher programs reduce the state general aid a district receives. As allowed by state law, the two local
public school boards in the two communities that currently have voucher programs—the MPS Board
and the RUSD Board--have had to increase their property tax levies to replace the reduced state school
aids, resulting in higher property tax levies for its residents. Although neither board is mandated to raise
its levy, raising property taxes is the only way either board can recover this lost aid. In effect, the local
school board in any community with a voucher program must vote to raise property taxes because of
impact of the voucher schools.
State Sen. Mike Ellis (R-Neenah) said, "This is a backdoor assault on the property tax payer. And we're
going to fight like hell to get it changed." (State Sen. Mike Ellis (R-Neenah), on Gov. Walker’s voucher
expansion budget proposal [WBAY])
Ramifications: Because of the loss of aid for each voucher student, school board members in
communities where voucher programs come into existence will have to raise property taxes to keep
programs for students in public schools, thus penalizing local taxpayers. The experience in Racine
(described above) details the impact of vouchers to local property tax payers.
Q: How much state money does the voucher program receive?
A: In its 2013-15 budget request, the Department of Public Instruction (DPI) identified taxpayer
payments to the Milwaukee voucher program (a/k/a Milwaukee Parental Choice Program, or MPCP) of
$154.6 million for the 2012-13 school year based on an estimated enrollment of 24,000 students and
payments of $6,442 per pupil.
The DPI also identified taxpayer payments to the Racine voucher program (a/k/a Racine Parental Choice
Program or RPCP) of $3.2 million for the 2012-13 school year with an enrollment cap of 500 students
and per pupil payments of $6,442. All together, these total up to $157.8 million in the current year.
Costs in 2013-14 and 2014-15 were anticipated to increase in proportion to enrollment increases in both
existing programs, neither of which would be subject to an enrollment cap in either year. Now that the
governor is proposing a hefty increase in the per pupil payments to voucher school and an expansion in
the program, costs to taxpayers will increase substantially. The Governor’s budget bill recommends
increasing taxpayer payments to voucher schools by an additional $18.4 million in 2013-14 and $54.7
million in 2014-15 to cover these costs.
Ramifications: A slow (or perhaps not so slow) erosion of resources for students attending public
schools.
Q: Are private religious schools eligible to receive taxpayer-funded voucher dollars?
A: Yes. Religious schools are eligible to participate in the voucher program. Students who attend such
schools through the voucher program may participate in religious activities and religious instruction,

unless the voucher student’s parents or guardian object in writing. If a voucher student's parent or
guardian submits to the student's teacher or the school's principal a written request that the student be
excused from any religious activity, the teacher and school must honor that request.
Ramifications: Under voucher programs taxpayer dollars can clearly go to religious schools and can be
used to subsidize religious instruction as long as parents don’t object.
Q: Can voucher schools be operated by for-profit companies?
A: Yes. Voucher schools may be operated by for-profit (or not-for-profit) organizations.
Ramifications: Public, taxpayer dollars could clearly flow to unaccountable private enterprises with little
educational accountability.
Vouchers and Public Accountability
Q: Are private voucher schools subject to the state’s Open Meetings law?
A: No. Taxpayers are not entitled to notice of the meetings of the governing board of a private voucher
school nor are they entitled to attend or record those private proceedings. Private voucher school
parents are legally only entitled to meet with the voucher school’s governing body twice per year.
(Private voucher schools are required to have at least two meetings a year for the parents to meet with
the governing board. The private voucher school must notify parents at least 30 days prior to the
meeting.)
Ramifications: Private voucher schools can conduct their meetings and make their decisions in secret.
Taxpayers have no way to know about what decisions voucher school governing bodies are making and
no way to hold these unelected governing board members accountable. Parents have only a limited
ability to go before the voucher school governing board.
Q: Do private voucher schools have to comply with the state’s Open Records law?
A: No. In fact, the Legislature had to pass a special records retention law several years ago to ensure
that records were kept and that voucher students could obtain their records, including transcripts if they
wished to transfer to another school or wished to gain admission to technical colleges or universities.
Milwaukee legislators were receiving complaints from constituents (parents of voucher students) that
they were unable to obtain access to their student’s own records. In some cases, voucher schools simply
went out of business and student records were either lost or simply not kept. Before the records
retention requirement was added, these students were often simply out of luck.
Q: Are voucher schools part of the state’s accountability system?
A: No. While public schools receive report cards voucher schools do not receive school report cards and
are not required to be part of the state’s accountability system.
(Note: The governor’s budget would require the DPI to ensure that within 5 years after the
establishment of a statewide student information system (SSIS), all participating voucher schools
are either using the SSIS or are using a student information system that is interoperable with the
SSIS. Then, beginning one year after a voucher school begins using the student information

system or a system that is interoperable with that system, the DPI is required to include the
school in its annual school report card. However, to do report cards for the whole private
school, the DPI would need test results and other information about the non-voucher students
in the private voucher school as well as the voucher students in that school. This would require
testing to be mandatory for all students in the voucher school, something that is neither
required under current law nor included in the budget bill.)
Not only are voucher schools not part of the state’s accountability system, they suffer no consequences
for the failure of voucher students to take the state assessments. Whereas public schools receive a zero
grade for each public school student who fails to take the assessment and face deductions on their
school report card scores if too many students fail to take the assessment, private voucher school
students who fail to take the test are simply not counted in that voucher school’s assessment results.
Not surprisingly, private voucher schools are widely rumored to counsel students they think will perform
poorly on the state assessment not to take the test.
Ramifications: This model sets up a system that essentially guarantees that taxpayers will not be able to
see what they are getting for their money. Voucher proponents need to be asked why accountability is
good for public schools, but not religious/private schools receiving taxpayer dollars. Public school
advocates do not oppose competition. But when one “team” gets to choose the “players” they want
with no accountability and the other “team” has to take whoever shows up, clearly one team will have a
decided advantage. Even with this “advantage” and even with presumably or arguably more engaged
parents, many voucher schools are underperforming the public schools.
Q: Are voucher schools required to be part of the state’s educator effectiveness system?
A: No, and nothing in the proposed state budget bill would require voucher schools to be part of the
state accountability system or evaluate teachers and principals based at least in part on student
performance. Only public schools will be subject to rigorous teacher and principal evaluations, based on
student performance and educator practice.
Ramifications: Again, the model proposed by Gov. Walker’s budget devises two taxpayer-funded
systems, one in which public schools have strict accountability standards, while religious/private schools
can skirt taxpayer-accountability, behind the shroud of being a private school. Shouldn’t taxpayer
funding demand taxpayer accountability?
Q: What qualifications are required to teach in voucher schools?
A: Teachers in voucher schools are not required to be licensed or certified and only recently have been
required to hold a bachelor’s degree (although not necessarily in the subject matter they teach). As of
July 1, 2010, voucher school teachers must have a bachelor’s degree from an accredited institution of
higher education but need not hold a DPI license or certification. Background checks are not legally
required; it is up to each voucher school to perform a background check.
Note: Any person who taught in a voucher school without at least a bachelor’s degree and for at
least 5 consecutive years immediately preceding 2010 must apply to the department for a
temporary, nonrenewable waiver from teacher credential requirements. The waiver application
must include a plan for satisfying the credential requirements, including the name of the
accredited institution of higher education at which the teacher is pursuing or will pursue the

bachelor’s degree and the anticipated date on which the teacher expects to complete the
bachelor degree. All waivers expire July 31, 2015.
All voucher administrators must have at least a bachelor’s degree from an accredited institution of
higher education, but are not required to hold a license or certification. Administrator is defined as
superintendent, supervising principal, executive director or other person who acts as the administrative
head of the private school participating in the program.
Ramifications: Why would the state require high standards for public school administrators, but turn a
blind eye to high standards and accountability to taxpayers when it comes to using public funds for
religious/private voucher schools. Voucher proponents need to be asked how they reconcile demanding
strict accountability and high standards for public schools, but don’t for taxpayer-funded
religious/private schools.

Vouchers and Student Services
Q: Are voucher schools required to provide special education services?
A: A voucher school is required to offer only those services to assist students with special needs that it
can provide with minor adjustments.
Although a private voucher school may not lawfully discriminate against a child with special educational
needs during the admissions process, as a private school, a voucher school is required to offer only
those services to assist students with special needs that it can provide with minor adjustments.
As a result, vouchers leave behind many disadvantaged students because private voucher schools either
do not offer the special services they need or persuade parents that a voucher school does not suit their
child’s special needs. This has the effect of concentrating those students with the most severe cognitive
and physical disabilities in the public school system. Indeed, the state’s largest disability advocacy
group, Disability Rights Wisconsin, has filed a federal discrimination lawsuit alleging that in Milwaukee,
students with disabilities “are actively counseled out of the (voucher) program.”
Ramifications: Religious/private schools can turn away, or dismiss a student not meeting the school’s
academic or behavioral standards. Public schools must accept all students and try to provide services
that meet a student’s needs. Increasingly, public schools will be left with the most challenging special
needs students, while religious/private schools can accept only students the school desires.
Q: Do students in private voucher schools have Due Process rights?
A: No, not in the sense that public school students do. Although, state law requires private voucher
schools to have written procedures in place regarding student suspensions and expulsions, including
procedures for appealing a suspension or expulsion, the DPI advises that parents should check with any
voucher school they are considering for their child, regarding procedures the school has in place.
Wisconsin public schools, including MPS and RUSD, must have suspension and expulsion procedures in
place under Wisconsin Statute sec. 120.13(1). That state law describes actions punishable by suspension
or expulsion and allows a pupil or the parent or guardian to appeal a suspension to the school
administrator. In addition, public school expulsions are determined by the school board and may be
appealed to the State Superintendent and to Circuit Court.

Ramifications: Private voucher schools are allowed to kick students out of voucher schools for almost
any reason they wish (except for failure to pay certain student fees), so long as the reason is described
in a written policy. As a result, some voucher schools expel students whose grade point average falls
below a certain level. These students wind up back in the public schools. While public schools are
prohibited from expelling a student for truancy, no such prohibition applies to private voucher schools.
These students also wind up back in the public schools.

