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One of the few ways in which Donald Trump’s presidential campaign addressed the issue of education was through a

dramatic promise to create a $20 billion school choice program, including private school vouchers or similar initiatives

that fund private school tuition.  While the political future of the $20 billion proposal is unclear, finding ways to use

public dollars to fund private school tuition appears to be a top priority for the administration. U.S. Secretary of

Education Betsy DeVos has been an advocate for private school voucher programs throughout her career in

philanthropy. And President Trump reinforced his intention to expand school choice in his first address to Congress in

March 2017, calling for a bipartisan school choice bill that would enable student to attend a “public, private, charter,

magnet, religious or home school.”

There are multiple reasons to question the value of public programs that provide private school tuition—whether

through private school vouchers or similar policies, such as tax credit scholarships and education savings accounts.

Century Foundation senior fellow Richard D. Kahlenberg outlined some of these concerns in a recent report.  The

academic results of private school voucher programs thus far have been disappointing.  Vouchers could divert limited

funds from public schools, reduce students’ civil rights protections, and erode the separation of church and state.

Furthermore, private school vouchers could increase school segregation.

Whether or not private school vouchers promote segregation is to some extent an empirical question, and yet, perhaps

not surprisingly, opponents and supporters of private school vouchers tend to disagree on the answer. As part of DeVos’

confirmation process, Ranking Member Patty Murray from Washington State submitted a question asking DeVos

whether she would support school choice plans that would increase school segregation. DeVos answered by rejecting the

premise of the question: “I do not support programs that would lead to increased segregation. Empirical evidence finds

school choice programs lead to more integrated schools than their public school counterparts.”  Examining empirical

research is crucial for understanding the implications of different types of school choice on school integration, but DeVos

did not actually cite specific evidence in her answer, leaving policymakers and the public without data to evaluate her

claim.

This report attempts to fill that gap by examining the evidence available on the effects of private school vouchers on

school integration. Contrary to DeVos’ assertion, this report finds that the effects have been mixed, and that voucher

programs on balance are more likely to increase school segregation than to decrease it or leave it at status quo. Although

the demographics of students and schools create conditions under which vouchers could increase school integration in

some places, there is little evidence that this has happened in practice. The best available data on the impact of school

vouchers, tracking the movement of students in two different voucher programs, shows that voucher students by and

large did not gain access to integrated schools as a result of the programs. Two-thirds of school transfers in one program

and 90 percent of transfers in the other program increased segregation in private schools, public schools, or both sectors.
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Furthermore, data suggest that there is a strong risk that voucher programs will be used by white families to leave more

diverse public schools for predominantly white private schools and by religious families to move to parochial private

schools, increasing the separation of students by race/ethnicity and religious background.

This report proceeds in five parts. First, it presents a conceptual framework for understanding the conditions under

which private school vouchers would promote integration versus segregation. Second, it reviews what descriptive studies

on student and school demographics can tell us about the likely effects of private school vouchers on school integration.

Third, it analyzes results from two studies that provide longitudinal data tracking the effects of private school vouchers

on segregation in the public schools that students leave as well as the private schools that they attend. Fourth, it reviews

the results of international studies on voucher programs. Finally, it provides policy recommendations based on these

findings.

How Could Vouchers Affect School Integration?

By reviewing the body of research on demographics in voucher programs, this report finds that private school vouchers

threaten to increase school segregation. But before delving into this evidence, it is helpful to establish a conceptual

framework for the scenarios under which vouchers could affect school integration.

To begin with, it is important to recognize that vouchers have at best a very limited potential for increasing integration in

public schools. It is very unlikely that a private school voucher policy on its own would create noticeably more integrated

public schools. Vouchers enable students to leave public schools and move into private schools. It is rare for this one-way

movement of students away from public schools to result in more integrated public schools, because a school would

have to lose many students from an overrepresented group before that school’s overall demographics became much more

integrated. Thus, even under the most ideal circumstances, vouchers are not an effective tool for integrating public

schools.

Furthermore, there is a somewhat greater possibility that private school vouchers would increase segregation in public

schools, because losing a relatively small number of students from an underrepresented group can make a school

significantly more segregated than it was before. For example, if a school has ten black students and ninety white

students, losing five white students through vouchers makes the school only slightly more integrated—now 89.5 percent

white instead of 90 percent white. But if that same school loses five black students, the increase in segregation is much

more noticeable, moving from 90 percent white to 95 percent white. Thus, from a purely mathematical perspective,

vouchers have a greater potential for increasing segregation in public schools than for increasing integration.
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Because they would bring in new students, voucher programs have the potential to significantly change the integration

of schools in the private sector—for better, or worse. They could have a positive effect, if vouchers are increasing the

overall enrollment at private schools that are already integrated, or bringing new students to schools in which their

group is currently underrepresented, making the school more integrated as a result. Or they could have a negative effect,

if vouchers bring new students to private schools where their group is already overrepresented, making those schools

more segregated. Furthermore, a small positive effect in the private sector could be more than offset by a larger negative

effect in the public sector.

Policy debates on private school vouchers must take into account an array of concerns, including evidence on academic

results, public accountability, separation of church and state, and civil rights protections for students. However, this

report focuses on the narrow question of the likely effect of private school vouchers on demographics in public and

private schools. In this framework, vouchers can only have a net positive effect on school integration, across public and

private schools, if both of these conditions are met:

1. The move results in more students being educated in integrated settings.

2. The move does not exacerbate segregation for other students.

There are a variety of ways to measure school integration, including using an absolute benchmark (such as tracking the

number of schools where one group constitutes over 90 percent of the student body) or using a dissimilarity index to

measure integration across a set of schools. For this conceptual framework, this report uses metropolitan area

demographics as the benchmark for measuring an individual school’s level of integration, since private school vouchers

typically provide the opportunity for students to attend schools across a region, rather than only within the boundaries of

their school district. Figure 1 provides a visual display of the possible scenarios for the effect of school vouchers on school

integration—coded as having positive, negative, or mixed results—based on the two criteria above.

From a purely mathematical perspective, vouchers have a greater
potential for increasing segregation in public schools than for
increasing integration.
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As Figure 1 shows, vouchers have, in theory, the potential to promote school integration in private schools when they

allow students to move from public schools where their group is overrepresented to private schools that are already
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integrated or where their group is underrepresented. They have a negative or mixed effect on integration when students

leave public schools that are already diverse or where their group is underrepresented, or when they move from a public

school where their group is overrepresented to a private school where their group is also overrepresented.

Unfortunately, there is limited research on the demographics of voucher users and the schools they leave and enter that

can be used to determine the effect of these programs on school segregation using the framework above. The research on

segregation and charter schools is considerably more extensive, however, and has generally found that charter schools,

on average, increase the segregation of students by both race and income.  Some researchers have turned to this

literature to draw conclusions about the effects on segregation of a wider array of school choice policies, including

vouchers.  However, while there are some similarities between charter schools and private school voucher programs,

there are also enough substantive differences that we should not assume their effects on segregation are the same.

Charter schools typically admit students via lottery, cannot charge tuition, and cannot screen students based on ability,

audition, attendance record, or other factors (although some charter schools may in practice limit enrollment by

“counseling out” students or creating enrollment processes that are not equally accessible to all students).  Private

schools accepting vouchers, however, can usually select their students using a variety of criteria, from academic

requirements to interviews to screening for religious background. Most students in private schools pay tuition, and

voucher students may also owe tuition, depending on the terms of the voucher program, if the cost of attendance exceeds

the dollar amount of the voucher. These differences could well shape the types of students who use charter schools versus

vouchers and the characteristics of the schools they leave and attend. Thus, this report limits sources to those that look

specifically at private school vouchers or other programs that fund private school tuition.

In the sections that follow, the report examines three types of studies of vouchers and what they can tell us about the

likely effects on school segregation: descriptive studies, studies that track students, and international studies.

Descriptive Studies

A number of studies of the effects of vouchers on school segregation have compared the demographics of public schools

with those of voucher-participating private schools, or analyzed the demographics of students using vouchers versus

those of other public school students. These descriptive studies cannot provide a full picture of the effect that vouchers

have on segregation because they do not track the movement of students from one school to another, and thus cannot

determine whether vouchers are helping schools to become more or less integrated. Knowing that voucher users are

more likely to be black, for example, does not tell you anything about the effects on integration, unless you know the

demographics of the schools students are leaving and attending. Similarly, knowing that private schools as a whole have
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greater white enrollment than public schools does not tell you whether voucher programs would help to integrate those

private schools or further segregate them, unless you know the demographics of students using vouchers. However, when

we consider demographics trends for students and schools in tandem, these descriptive data are helpful in gauging the

likelihood that vouchers will promote integration or exacerbate segregation.

Below, this report reviews the available data on the demographics of voucher users, the public schools they leave, and the

private schools they attend, across four different characteristics: race/ethnicity, socioeconomic status (SES), religion, and

parental engagement. The descriptive studies of school voucher programs outline a number of ways that vouchers may

affect school integration. For example, there is a greater likelihood of racial integration in voucher programs that are

used mostly by black, Latino, or American Indian students than in programs that are used mostly by white students.

Also, the chance of socioeconomic segregation increases when programs are universal or have high income caps. And

there is a strong risk of increasing segregation in terms of religion and parental engagement across all voucher

programs.

Race and Ethnicity

The research on racial and ethnic demographics of voucher users and the schools they leave versus attend suggests

several possible patterns that affect school segregation, depending largely on the race/ethnicity of the students

participating in the program.

The Effect on Public Schools

One of the prerequisites for vouchers having a positive effect on racial integration is for voucher programs to draw

students from public schools where their race/ethnicity is currently overrepresented. There is some evidence to suggest

that black students may be likely to use vouchers in this way, to leave schools where racial minorities are

overrepresented. A 2002 study of a national privately funded school voucher program found that 49 percent of voucher

applicants were black, compared to just 26 percent of eligible families.  Among the black students who applied for

vouchers, 47 percent attended schools where at least 90 percent of students were racial minorities, whereas only 32

percent of eligible black students attended schools with that demographic profile.  (Although this is not a perfect

measure of whether or not a school is integrated relative to the area in which it is located, in most places, a school in

which at least 90 percent of students are nonwhite will constitute an overrepresentation of nonwhite students in that

school.)

On the other hand, vouchers will lead to negative or mixed results for racial integration when students leave public

schools that are integrated or where their race/ethnicity is underrepresented, and there is evidence that white students
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may be likely to follow this pattern. A 2010 study of California residents’ support for a universal private school voucher

program (which would have been available to all children, regardless of income or which school they currently attended)

found that white families with children were more likely to support the program when their children attended school

with a higher proportion of nonwhite students, whereas nonwhite households and households without children did not

show the same pattern.  Studies of private school enrollment generally (not restricted to voucher use) have also found

that white families are more likely to attend private school when there is a greater percentage of black students enrolled

in the local public schools.

The Effect on Private Schools

In order to promote racial integration in private schools, voucher programs need to facilitate the movement of students

to private schools where their race/ethnicity is underrepresented. Nationwide, black, Latino, and American Indian

students are underrepresented in private schools. As of fall 2013, 70 percent of students in private schools were white,

compared to 50 percent of public school students (see figure 2).
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Voucher programs that enroll mostly black, Latino, or American Indian students might therefore bring students to

private schools where their race/ethnicity is underrepresented. For example, in the Opportunity Scholarship Program in

Washington, D.C., which offers private school vouchers to low-income families, voucher users are mostly black, and

private schools on average have an underrepresentation of nonwhite students. Data from a study of the first year of the

program found that 94 percent of students using vouchers were black, and a majority (52.6 percent) of students using

the vouchers attended private schools that were relatively integrated (schools with roughly 50–70 percent nonwhite

students, based on a metro area in which roughly 60 percent of students are nonwhite) or had an underrepresentation

of nonwhite students (schools with less than 50 percent nonwhite students).  As is discussed later in this report,

however, data from voucher programs in Louisiana and Milwaukee show that these programs did not have the same

effect of encouraging integration in private schools, despite also being used mostly by black students.

Conversely, programs in which a majority of voucher users are white could be particularly susceptible to increasing

segregation by facilitating the movement of white students to disproportionately white private schools. Indiana’s Choice

Scholarship Program, for example, is open to students from families earning up to 150 percent of the amount to qualify

for the federal free or reduced-price lunch program (equal to 278 percent of the federal poverty line) and is one of the

largest voucher programs in the country. As of 2015–16, 61 percent of students participating in the program were

white.  Programs like Indiana’s that have broader eligibility criteria may be more likely to be used by a greater

proportion of white students, as illustrated by the difference between demographics in two voucher programs in Ohio.

EdChoice, Ohio’s original voucher plan, is open only to students enrolled in low-performing public schools, and only

21.4 percent of voucher users were white in 2014–15. However, the EdChoice expansion program is open to low-income

students who are not enrolled in a low-performing public school, and 64.3 percent of participating students were

white.

When weighing the likelihood that the disproportionate whiteness of private schools would create opportunities for

increasing or decreasing segregation, it is also important to consider the history of private schools that led to the

concentration of white students. Economic factors partly explain this pattern, as white and Asian families have higher

median incomes and are more likely to be able to afford private school than black or Latino families.  If income were

the only factor, private school vouchers might be an effective means to bring more racial diversity to these private

schools. But the data suggest a more complicated story, as white students are also more likely to attend private schools

than black or Latino students from families with the same income.

In some cases, especially in the South, predominantly white private schools were created as the result of deliberate

efforts by white Christian parents to start private schools as an alternative to public schools, which were being integrated

at the time. Many “segregation academies” refused admission to nonwhite students when they were created, and still
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remain de facto segregated.  Discriminatory admission practices and school policies continue today. Most but not all

states with voucher programs specify that participating schools cannot discriminate based on race or national origin.

Only a couple of states prohibit discrimination based on religion or gender, and none have prohibitions against

discrimination based on sexual orientation.  As my colleague Kimberly Quick has documented, some private schools

receiving public funds through vouchers in North Carolina, for example, restrict enrollment to Christian students, have

policies enforcing gender norms and rejecting admission of LGBT students, or have discriminatory dress codes banning

head scarves or limiting the size of afros.  Putting aside the legal and ethical questions of sending public funds to

private schools with these discriminatory policies, the history and current practices of some predominantly white private

schools may make it unlikely that many students of color using vouchers would choose to attend or be admitted by these

schools.

In summary, the racial/ethnic demographic data on voucher users and the public and private schools affected suggest

that there is the theoretical possibility for vouchers to promote integration, likely by facilitating the movement of black,

Latino, or American Indian students from public schools where their group is overrepresented to private schools that

are diverse or where their group is underrepresented. However, the data also suggest there is a risk for private school

vouchers to increase school segregation, in particular by facilitating the movement of white students to

disproportionately white private schools.

Socioeconomic Status

Research suggests that voucher programs tend to facilitate the concentration of higher-SES students in private schools,

unless programs are means-tested and designed to limit eligibility to low-SES students. Below, this report considers the

data on three components of socioeconomic status: parental education, family structure, and income.

Voucher programs may increase the concentration of parents with higher levels of education in private schools.

Nationwide, students whose parents have higher levels of education are more likely to attend private school.  Likewise,

participants in private school voucher programs typically have more educated parents than their peers who choose not to

participate. Studies of a national privately funded voucher program and Milwaukee’s voucher program found that

students who apply to voucher programs are more likely than similar students who did not apply to have higher levels of

parental education.  Similarly, a 2010 study of a private school scholarship program in North Carolina found that those

students who applied for and used the voucher were more likely than those who applied but did not end up using the

voucher to have a mother who had attended at least some college.
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Data point to a similar pattern in terms of family structure. Studies have generally found that students who use private

school vouchers are more likely than eligible students who do not use vouchers to live in a two-parent household.  This

echoes a broader pattern in private versus public school enrollment, with 80 percent of private school families having

married parents, compared to just 64 percent of public school families.  Therefore, private school voucher usage may

also increase the concentration of students with married parents in private schools.

The effect of private school vouchers on segregation by income is largely determined by the eligibility criteria of the

program. Most voucher programs in the country are means-tested, limiting participation to low-income families.

Means-tested voucher programs have the potential to increase socioeconomic integration in private schools by shifting

low-income students into private schools that have higher average income. In 2012, private school parents were almost

twice as likely as public school parents to come from families earning more than $75,000 a year (60 percent vs. 32

percent). Conversely, only 7 percent of private school parents made less than $20,000 per year, compared to 15 percent

of public school parents.

When voucher programs have universal eligibility, however, or extend the income requirements to include more middle-

class families, vouchers may instead increase stratification by income in public and private schools alike. Some voucher

programs that at the start targeted low-income families have gradually increased eligibility to include higher-income

families. Milwaukee’s voucher program, for example, started in 1990 with an income cap of 175 percent of the federal

poverty line, but today the program is open to new students in families earning up to 300 percent of the federal poverty

line ($72,900 for a single-parent family of four), and after their initial year in the program, students do not have to meet

the 300 percent of poverty income limit.

Furthermore, even within means-tested voucher programs, the potential to promote the movement of low-income

students to higher-income schools may be tempered by the specific terms of the program. In many programs, vouchers

cover only a certain dollar amount toward private school tuition, and families are responsible for paying the remaining

tuition if a school’s charges are greater than the amount covered. This extra financial liability may limit participation for

some low-income families.
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Religion

With respect to religious diversity, the data suggest religiously observant students in public schools may be likely to use

vouchers to switch to religious schools. A 2002 study of a national voucher program found that voucher users were

almost twice as likely as nonparticipating eligible students to report attending church at least once a week (66 percent

versus 38 percent).  A study of Cleveland’s private school voucher program found similar results.  Nationwide, nearly

80 percent of all private school students in the United States attend religious schools,  and available data from voucher

programs shows that in many cases, a majority of voucher users also attend religious schools. A 1999 study of voucher

users in Cleveland found that 96.6 percent of students using vouchers attended religiously affiliated private schools.

And in Washington, D.C.’s voucher program, as of 2011–12, 64 percent of private schools participating in the program

were religiously affiliated.

Parental Engagement

One of the concerns about school choice—whether private school vouchers or public school choice programs such as

charter schools or magnet schools—is that choice programs will “skim” the most motivated families from public schools

and move students into choice schools in which highly engaged families are overrepresented.  The issue of skimming

motivated parents is difficult to study, because it often comes down selection bias: the unmeasured characteristics that

separate a student who applies for the program from a demographically similar student who does not apply. However, a

few studies of voucher programs have attempted to capture information on families’ educational attitudes and behaviors

in order to to look at this question of skimming. These studies have found that parents participating in voucher

programs are indeed more engaged in their children’s education than nonparticipating eligible parents.

A study of a national voucher program found that voucher applicants reported attending more parent-teacher

conferences per year than eligible non-applicants and were more likely to have volunteered in their child’s school.

Similarly, a study of the Milwaukee voucher program found that voucher users reported much higher parental

engagement across all measures—frequency of contacting the school, involvement in school organizations, and

involvement in educational activities with their children—than did low-income public school families who did not use

vouchers.  In a study of a North Carolina private school scholarship program, voucher users were also more likely to

come from two-parent families in which the mother worked part-time or was not working, whereas those who applied

for vouchers but declined to use them were more likely to come from single-parent families in which the mother works

full-time. These results suggest that parents’ ability to contribute time to their child’s education may also affect their

likelihood to participate in voucher programs.  Finally, research shows that parents who applied for voucher programs

were less likely to be satisfied with their child’s current school across a variety of measures: academic quality, safety,
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location, discipline, and teaching of values.  This dissatisfaction is likely a measure of the schools attended as well as the

parents’ attitudes and expectations.

The movement of more motivated parents from public schools to private schools likely serves to increase the

concentration of highly involved parents in private schools. Nationwide, parents in private schools are more likely than

parents in public schools to attend a PTA meeting, parent–teacher conference, or school or class event; to participate in

school fundraising efforts; or to volunteer or serve on a school committee.

Studies that Track Students Using Vouchers

To shed further light on the question of vouchers’ effects on school integration, this section of the report examines data

from two studies that have tracked U.S. students using vouchers from the public schools they leave to the private schools

they attend, analyzing data on student and school demographics. These two studies provide a clearer picture of the

effects of voucher programs on school integration than the descriptive studies examined in the previous section of this

report; however, the studies only look at two specific programs and are thus somewhat limited in their ability to speak to

national trends. The first is a 2017 study on the Louisiana Scholarship Program, and the second is a 2010 study on the

Milwaukee Parental Choice Program. In both cases, programs were used primarily by black students and generally did

not exacerbate segregation in public schools; however, students using vouchers did not gain access to integrated private

schools, and segregation in private schools actually increased. Two-thirds of school transfers in the Louisiana

Scholarship Program and 90 percent of transfers in the Milwaukee Parental Choice Program increased segregation in

private schools, public schools, or both sectors.

The Louisiana Scholarship Program

A 2017 study in Education and Urban Society, “The Impact of Targeted School Vouchers on Racial Stratification in

Louisiana Schools,” examines the school-moving patterns of students participating in the Louisiana Scholarship

Program, a statewide voucher program that is open to low-income students attending low-performing public schools.

As of 2017, the program is open to families earning up to 250 percent of the federal poverty line whose child is enrolled in

or zoned for a public school with a C, D, or F grade in the state’s A to F accountability rating system.  The program was

started as a citywide pilot in New Orleans in 2008 and expanded throughout the state in 2012. The authors examine

data for students who used vouchers in 2012–13, the first year of statewide operation, during which the program

provided vouchers to roughly 5,000 students.

The demographics of students and schools in the program exhibit some of the conditions that could lay the groundwork
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for a voucher program encouraging integration. A majority (80 percent) of voucher users were black, 13 percent were

white, 4 percent Latino, and 3 percent other.  Private schools across the state were also less likely than public schools

(14 percent vs. 26 percent) to have “hyper-segregated” enrollment of 90 percent or more of students from a single racial

or ethnic group.

Examining individual student transfers, the authors found that 82 percent of voucher users left public schools where

their race was overrepresented relative to the school-aged population in the community, which they considered to be

transfers that reduced segregation in the public schools. However, 55 percent of voucher uses entered private schools

where their race was overrepresented relative to the community, which the authors considered as transfers that

increased segregation in the private schools. Thus, the authors concluded, “Overall, we find large, positive reductions in

racial stratification in public schools that are consistent across our samples and small increases in racial stratification in

private schools that are not consistent across our samples as a result of this school voucher program.”

This summary of the findings is misleading in two respects. First, although a majority of voucher users left public schools

where their race was overrepresented, this pattern does not equate to “large, positive reductions in racial stratification in

public schools.” As discussed earlier, the loss of a few students from an overrepresented group has a very small effect on

the overall demographics of a school, moving that school only slightly closer to being integrated in line with community

demographics. Unless the voucher users were coming from a small number of public schools, the effect of the voucher

transfers on public schools would better be described as widespread but slight reductions in racial stratification in the

public schools that voucher students left.

Second, by reporting the effects of the voucher transfers on public schools and private schools separately, the analysis

dodges the question of what percentage of moves had an overall positive effect on school integration across both sectors.

Using data that the authors provide in a table in the appendix, it is possible to examine the effect of the voucher transfers

on integration using a modified schematic based on the conceptual model laid out at the beginning of this report.

Figure 3 presents the data from the Louisiana Scholarship Program study across four categories based on whether the

student’s racial group was overrepresented or underrepresented at the public school the student left and private school

the student attended. (Unlike the conceptual model laid out at the beginning of this report, this table does not include a

category for integrated schools in which the student’s group is represented within a certain range of the average for the

community. That is because the data from this study did not use such a category. If that category were available, it would

provide a more nuanced view of the effect of these transfers on integration, since some of the schools in which a student’s

group is classified under the binary underrepresented/overrepresented measure may actually fall close to the community

average and would be better described as integrated.)
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As Figure 3 shows, about a third (34 percent) of the voucher transfers had a positive effect on school integration by

moving students from public schools where their race was overrepresented to private schools where their race was

underrepresented. However, two-thirds of the transfers had negative or mixed effects, increasing segregation in one or

both sectors. In 9 percent of transfers, students moved from a public school where their group was underrepresented to

a private school where their race was overrepresented, having a negative effect on integration in both sectors. Another 9

percent of students moved from a public school where their race was underrepresented to a private school where their

race was also underrepresented. Nearly half (48 percent) of all transfers involved students moving from a public school

where their race was overrepresented to a private school where their race was also overrepresented, resulting in slightly

reduced segregation in the public schools but slightly increased segregation in the private schools.
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Looking at the data on student transfers by race sheds further light on the patterns of voucher usage. The vast majority of

black students (92 percent) left public schools where black students were overrepresented, and most (55 percent)

attended private schools where black students were also overrepresented, showing a mixed effect on integration. By

contrast, three-quarters (76 percent) of white students using vouchers left public schools where white students were

underrepresented, and roughly the same proportion (72 percent) attended private schools where white students were

overrepresented, showing a negative effect on integration. Latino students (who made up just 4 percent of voucher

users) followed a different pattern, with 56 percent of students leaving public schools where Latino students were

overrepresented and nearly all (96 percent) attending private schools where Latino students were underrepresented,
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showing a positive effect on integration.

The Louisiana Scholarship Program had a mixed effect on integration. Only a third of all voucher transfers in the

Louisiana Scholarship Program resulted in more integrated public and private schools, while the other two-thirds of

transfers exacerbated segregation in one or both sectors. Furthermore, the results by student race confirm patterns noted

in demographic studies of voucher users and private school attendance: that black students typically used vouchers to

leave public schools where their race was overrepresented, but white students tended to leave public schools where their

race was underrepresented.

The Milwaukee Parental Choice Program

The other study of vouchers and segregation that tracks U.S. student transfers is a 2010 report on the Milwaukee

Parental Choice Program by University of Arkansas researchers. The Milwaukee Parental Choice Program is the oldest

school voucher program in the country, started in 1990–91. During 2008–09, the most recent year studied in the report,

the program was open to students from families earning up to 220 percent of the poverty line, and today the program is

open to families earning up to 300 percent of poverty.  In 2008–09, the sample of students using vouchers analyzed in

the study was 80.3 percent black, 13.9 percent Latino, 1.6 percent Asian, and 3.3 percent white.

The authors analyzed the school transfers of voucher users based on student and school demographics and found clear

patterns. Over 95 percent of students in the sample using school vouchers in 2008–09 left public schools where their

race was overrepresented,  and 94.2 percent of the students using vouchers went to private schools where their race

was still overrepresented.  Although the researchers did not break down this analysis to put transfers into discrete

categories based on the interaction of the demographics of the public school left and the private school attended, the

patterns were so consistent that one can conclude that the great majority of students using vouchers—at least 89.6

percent—moved from a public school where their race was overrepresented to a private school where their race was still

overrepresented, increasing segregation in private schools and resulting in a mixed effect on school integration overall.

As with the study of the Louisiana Scholarship Program, this study coded all schools in its analysis of voucher transfers as

having an underrepresentation or overrepresentation of each racial group, rather than including a third category for

integrated schools within a range of the community average demographics for each group. It is possible for a binary

analysis like this to mask the fact that some students may be leaving or attending schools that are actually more

integrated, in which case we would assess the impact on school integration differently. However, the authors did provide

such an analysis separately, which suggests that very few of the public or voucher-participating private schools involved

would meet the definition of an integrated school. Only 11.2 percent of students using vouchers in 2008–09 left public
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schools in which the percentage of white students fell within 25 percentage points above or below the metro area average

for enrollment of white students (60.1 percent), and only 17.5 percent then attended private schools falling within that

range. In fact, a majority of both public schools (62.3 percent) and voucher-participating private schools (68.4 percent)

in Milwaukee have enrollment that is either over 90 percent white or over 90 percent nonwhite.

In a landscape in which both the public schools and the private schools have high levels of racial segregation,

Milwaukee’s private school voucher program did little to promote greater integration for students. Almost all of the

students in the program were leaving public schools where their race was overrepresented, so the program generally did

not exacerbate segregation in the public schools. However, those students by and large did not gain access to integrated

schools as a result, but rather attended private schools in which their race was still overrepresented.

International Studies

The final type of study examined in this report is international studies of voucher programs or similar educational

initiatives. The many differences in education systems and student demographics between the United States and other

countries limit the extent to which these studies can predict the effects of U.S. voucher programs. Nevertheless, they

provide helpful examples for understanding the possible effects of large-scale voucher programs that have operated for a

number of years. By and large, voucher programs in other countries have been found to increase school segregation:

Chile has had a universal school voucher program since 1981.  A 2013 study of segregation in Chilean schools found

that school segregation by SES increased in Chile as market-based reforms grew, and private schools, including

those receiving vouchers, were more segregated than public schools for both low-SES students and high-SES

students.

Sweden also has a universal voucher system, instituted in the early 1990s.  A 2015 study on Swedish schools found

that the use of private school vouchers was associated with increased segregation of immigrant versus native Swedish

students.

In the Netherlands, only 30 percent of students attend government-run schools, whereas 70 percent of students

attend schools that are publicly funded but privately operated, including both religious and nonreligious schools. A

2009 study of the Netherlands found that this marketplace approach to education has contributed to high and

growing levels of segregation of students by educational disadvantage.

New Zealand moved to a system of full parental choice in 1991, allowing all families to choose from among
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government-operated or private schools, including religious schools. A 2001 analysis found that, in the years after

this policy was enacted, students of European descent tended to leave schools with lower SES for schools with much

higher SES, while Maori and Pacific Island students, who are racial minorities in the country, became increasingly

concentrated in low-SES schools.

Thus far, voucher programs in the United States enroll only 400,000 students nationwide, but the experiences in Chile,

Sweden, the Netherlands, and New Zealand offer a window into how an expanded program might affect school

segregation.

Policy Recommendations

The demographics of students who use vouchers, the public schools they leave, and the private schools they attend make

it theoretically possible for vouchers to promote integration in some places, particularly when vouchers are used mostly

by students of color. But the two studies that offer data tracking student transfers facilitated by vouchers, examining a

statewide voucher program in Louisiana and a citywide program in Milwaukee, show that in neither case did vouchers

succeed in giving many participating students—the overwhelming majority of whom were black—access to integrated

schools. Furthermore, the demographic data on voucher usage and private school attendance also reveal a real risk that

vouchers will be used by white families to move to whiter schools, and by religious students to move to religious schools.

Finally, the results of international studies suggest that, when other countries have adopted vouchers or similar

programs, both socioeconomic and racial/ethnic segregation increased.

If policymakers want to increase school choice and integration at the same time, first and foremost they should support

forms of school choice that have integration built into the design of their program. Federal, state, and local policymakers

should:

Expand magnet schools. The term “magnet school” is commonly used to describe a variety of different types of

schools with educational themes and choice-based admission that draw students from across a geographic area.

While some of these schools have selective admissions that screen students based on academic criteria or auditions,

many more magnet schools are part of a tradition designed to use the magnet school model to enroll a diverse group

of students and help desegregate schools. In Greater Hartford, Connecticut, for example, an extensive system of

interdistrict magnet schools draws students from Hartford City, where the population is 16 percent white, 38 percent

black, and 44 percent Latino, and the surrounding counties, where the population is roughly 65 percent white,

creating racially and socioeconomically diverse schools as a result. The overall enrollment in the area’s magnet

schools is close to one-third white, one-third black, and one-third Latino.  The federal Magnet Schools Assistance

60

61

62

PAGE 19



Program (MSAP) provides grants to support the creation of magnet schools, with a priority of schools that promote

socioeconomic and racial diversity. However, federal funding for MSAP is currently just $96 million, compared, for

example, to $333 million devoted to charter school grants. The federal government should increase funding for the

MSAP in order to create more opportunities for choice-based school integration.

Support the creation of intentionally diverse charter schools.  When they are designed with diversity in mind,

charter schools can function much like magnet schools, bringing together a diverse group of students from a broader

geographic area. A growing number of charter schools have made socioeconomic and racial diversity of the student

body part of their mission and have implemented admissions policies and recruitment strategies to reach their

diversity goals. Blackstone Valley Prep Mayoral Academy in Rhode Island, for example, enrolls students from two

low-income urban and two high-income suburban school districts, creating a socioeconomically and racially diverse

network of schools as a result.  Valor Collegiate Academy in Nashville, Tennessee, developed a multifaceted

diversity plan with goals based on the socioeconomic, racial, and ethnic diversity of southeast Nashville and

implemented recruitment strategies to reach diverse families.  And DSST Public Schools in Denver, Colorado, a

charter school network, reserves 40 percent of seats at its flagship campus for low-income students to ensure

socioeconomic diversity.

The federal government should continue to strengthen competitive priorities in charter school grant programs

for applicants that indicate socioeconomic and racial diversity as a goal, and should revise guidance on the use

of weighted lotteries to allow more charter schools across a variety of states to use federal funds while

implementing lotteries that promote diversity. States should amend charter school laws to specifically allow

weighted lotteries that promote diversity and to provide transportation funding for students attending charter

schools. Charter school authorizers should also hold schools accountable for presenting diversity plans and

encourage applicant schools to create plans that support integration when possible.

Furthermore, where public programs to fund private school tuition are in place—whether school vouchers, tax-credit

scholarships, or education savings accounts—policymakers should ensure that these programs are designed with

safeguards to prevent them from increasing school segregation.  Policymakers should:

Allow vouchers to be used only in private schools that meet a minimum threshold of diversity.  Voucher

programs should be designed to require participating schools to meet diversity guidelines established based on the

demographics of the broader community being served. These guidelines could be based on race-neutral factors, such

as socioeconomic status and geography, and in some cases, as legally appropriate, might also include race-based

factors as defined either by neighborhood characteristics or student demographics.
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Do not allow vouchers to be used in private schools with discriminatory policies.  Private schools with

admissions policies or conduct codes that discriminate against students based on race, ethnicity, religion, sexual

orientation, gender identity or expression, or disability should not be allowed to participate in voucher programs.

Use targeted rather than universal programs to restrict eligibility to low-income students in low-performing

public schools. Data from existing voucher programs suggest that targeting low-income students and/or students in

low-performing public schools may make programs less likely to exacerbate segregation in public or private schools.

Require voucher programs to record longitudinal data tracking student transfers due to vouchers—including

information on the demographics of students, the public schools they leave, and the private schools they attend

—and make this data publicly available. Data matching students and schools is essential to understand the impact

that programs have on integration in both public and private schools. In addition to data on race, programs should

track and report the socioeconomic status, English Language Learner status, and special education status of

students.

Conclusion

Decades of research affirm the public interest in creating racially and socioeconomically diverse schools, and yet

America’s schools are in many ways more segregated now than they were in the 1970s.  As a nation, we need to invest

in educational solutions that give more students access to integrated schools. But data suggest that private school

vouchers are not an effective tool for reaching this goal. To the contrary, private school vouchers threaten to exacerbate

the high levels of segregation that already exist in both public and private schools.

Still, promoting integration need not mean abandoning the goal of expanding families’ educational options. In fact,

school choice can be an effective tool for promoting integration—bringing together families from diverse backgrounds

and different neighborhoods—when diversity is built into the goal and design of a program, as it has been in some

magnet schools and intentionally diverse charter schools. Too many families today are forced to choose between

segregated district schools, segregated charter schools, or segregated private schools. One of the most meaningful ways

in which we could expand school choice is to ensure that all students have the option of attending a racially and

socioeconomically diverse school.
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