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to Education: An Analysis of America's First Voucher Program: 

.deIt's impossible to pry the school voucher debate from the political and romantic barbells that weigh it down, but this 
comprehensive look at the nation's first experiment with vouchers comes as close as it gets. Author John F. Witte, the 
independent evaluator of Milwaukee's first five years with vouchers, gives the issue context by addressing the politics, 
the media, and the starry-eyed notions of transforming public education. But the bulk of his book is composed of 
statistics, scientific observations, and the unglamorized tales of some private schools that first participated in the 
experiment. Witte, a political science and public affairs professor at the University of Wisconsin-Madison, shuns the 
simplistic view that vouchers will either reinvigorate or destroy public schools. Instead, he lays out the pros and cons 
in a detailed, scholarly manner, complete with charts and thick footnotes. His primary message: vouchers can be a 
lifeline for poor families struggling with inferior inner-city schools by giving them a choice where none existed before. 
Witte's final stance has surprised the antichoice movement, which used his earlier research results to argue against 
vouchers. Still, his endorsement is far from ringing--he found no proof that vouchers improve students' test scores or 
offer them a better education in the private sector. He also recommends that vouchers be issued to low-income 
students only, thus opening up another cause for debate. His writing is cautious and a bit defeated, reflecting a 
frustration with the attacks leveled at him from both sides of this raging dispute. He shouldn't despair: this book is a 
valuable resource that, if heard above the shouting, could elevate the debate and lead to a more rational conclusion. --
Jodi Mailander FarrellPressestimmenOf particular interest . . . is Witte's description of the historical context of the 
program, the competing agendas of advocates on both sides, and the political process involved in creating, operating 
and attempting to evaluate a voucher program in light of these diverse constituencies. -- James G. Mulligan 
"Economics of Education "Witte was Wisconsin's 'official evaluator' of the Milwaukee Parental Choice Program, the 
nation's first educational voucher program. . . .Witte describes in detail Milwaukee's experience, concluding that the 
program was successful, given its intent, but warning against using that success to justify other programs designed to 
satisfy different goalsLess polemic than a tool to foster closer consideration of an idea whose time may or may not 
have come. -- Kirkus s[Witte] was Wisconsin's 'official evaluator' of the Milwaukee Parental Choice Program, the 
nation's first educational voucher program. . . .Witte describes in detail Milwaukee's experience, concluding that the 
program was successful, given its intent, but warning against using that success to justify other programs designed to 
satisfy different goals -- BooklistLess polemic than a tool to foster closer consideration of an idea whose time may or 
may not have come. -- "Kirkus s[Witte] was Wisconsin's 'official evaluator' of the Milwaukee Parental Choice 
Program, the nation's first educational voucher program. . . .Witte describes in detail Milwaukee's experience, 
concluding that the program was successful, given its intent, but warning against using that success to justify other 
programs designed to satisfy different goals -- "BooklistAmid the welter of claims and counterclaims, it is heartening 
to hear the careful study of the voucher movement by John Witte.--Howard Gardner "New York of Books "Anyone 
interested in school choice should read this book. Though it is grounded in a detailed case study, the book's message 
resonates far beyond. . . . [It] transcends the predictable polemics that can overwhelm the choice debate.--Scott Davies 
"Contemporary Sociology "Of [particular] interest . . . is Witte's description of the historical context of the program, 
the competing agendas of advocates on both sides, and the political process involved in creating, operating and 
attempting to evaluate a voucher program in light of these diverse constituencies.--James G. Mulligan "Economics of 
Education "Amid the welter of claims and counterclaims, it is heartening to hear the careful study of the voucher 
movement by John Witte.--Howard Gardner "New York of Books "Of [particular] interest . . . is Witte's description of 
the historical context of the program, the competing agendas of advocates on both sides, and the political process 
involved in creating, operating and attempting to evaluate a voucher program in light of these diverse constituencies.--
James G. Mulligan "Economics of Education "Anyone interested in school choice should read this book. Though it is 
grounded in a detailed case study, the book's message resonates far beyond. . . . [It] transcends the predictable 
polemics that can overwhelm the choice debate.--Scott Davies "Contemporary Sociology ""[Witte] was Wisconsin's 
'official evaluator' of the Milwaukee Parental Choice Program, the nation's first educational voucher program. . . .Witte 
describes in detail Milwaukee's experience, concluding that the program was successful, given its intent, but warning 
against using that success to justify other programs designed to satisfy different goals"--Booklist"Less polemic than a 
tool to foster closer consideration of an idea whose time may or may not have come."--Kirkus s"Amid the welter of 
claims and counterclaims, it is heartening to hear the careful study of the voucher movement by John Witte."--Howard 
Gardner, New York of Books"Of [particular] interest . . . is Witte's description of the historical context of the program, 
the competing agendas of advocates on both sides, and the political process involved in creating, operating and 
attempting to evaluate a voucher program in light of these diverse constituencies."--James G. Mulligan, Economics of 
Education "Anyone interested in school choice should read this book. Though it is grounded in a detailed case study, 



the book's message resonates far beyond. . . . [It] transcends the predictable polemics that can overwhelm the choice 
debate."--Scott Davies, Contemporary Sociology-[Witte] was Wisconsin's 'official evaluator' of the Milwaukee 
Parental Choice Program, the nation's first educational voucher program. . . .Witte describes in detail Milwaukee's 
experience, concluding that the program was successful, given its intent, but warning against using that success to 
justify other programs designed to satisfy different goals---Booklist-Less polemic than a tool to foster closer 
consideration of an idea whose time may or may not have come.---Kirkus s-Amid the welter of claims and 
counterclaims, it is heartening to hear the careful study of the voucher movement by John Witte.---Howard Gardner, 
New York of Books-Of [particular] interest . . . is Witte's description of the historical context of the program, the 
competing agendas of advocates on both sides, and the political process involved in creating, operating and attempting 
to evaluate a voucher program in light of these diverse constituencies.---James G. Mulligan, Economics of Education -
Anyone interested in school choice should read this book. Though it is grounded in a detailed case study, the book's 
message resonates far beyond. . . . [It] transcends the predictable polemics that can overwhelm the choice debate.---
Scott Davies, Contemporary SociologyKurzbeschreibungMilwaukee, one of the nation's most segregated metropolitan 
areas, implemented in 1990 a school choice program aimed at improving the education of inner-city children by 
enabling them to attend a selection of private schools. The results of this experiment, however, have been 
overshadowed by the explosion of emotional debate it provoked nationwide. In this book, John Witte provides a broad 
yet detailed framework for understanding the Milwaukee experiment and its implications for the market approach to 
American education. In a society supposedly devoted to equality of opportunity, the concept of school choice or 
voucher programs raises deep issues about liberty versus equality, government versus market, and about our 
commitment to free and universal education. Witte brings a balanced perspective to the picture by demonstrating why 
it is wrongheaded to be pro- or anti-school choice in the abstract. He explains why the voucher program seems to be 
working in the specific case of Milwaukee, but warns that such programs would not necessarily promote equal 
education--and most likely harm the poor--if applied universally, across the socioeconomic spectrum. The book begins 
with a theoretical discussion of the provision of education in America. It goes on to situate the issue of school choice 
historically and politically, to describe the program and private schools in Milwaukee, and to provide statistical 
analyses of the outcomes for children and their parents in the experiment. Witte concludes with some persuasive 
arguments about the importance of specifying the structural details of any choice program and with a call supporting 
vouchers for poor inner-city children, but not a universal program for all private schools. Voucher programs continue 
to be the most controversial approach to educational reform. The Market Approach to Education provides a thorough 
review of where the choice debate stands through 1998. It not only includes the "Milwaukee story" but also provides 
an analysis of the role, history, and politics of court decisions in this most important First Amendment area. 


