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Title 

Vouchers and School Choice  
 
Background 

“Across the globe, school vouchers come in many forms, but essentially, a school voucher constitutes a certificate of 
public funding of a specific amount that parents of students are being offered to use in any school – usually private – of 
the parents’ choosing” (Sorenson 2017, 3). Vouchers are in their pure form are an amount of public money allocated to 
parents to send their children to schools of choice. 
 
Vouchers are an idea first advanced in the 1950s by Milton Friedman, an American economist who believed that public 
schools had a monopoly on American education that needed to broken. Friedman’s view, which has been promulgated 
by various think tanks over time, was that if parents had the choice to send their children to private schools using 
vouchers then competition would force improvement in public schools because “administrators of these schools will 
improve their schools in an effort to attract students back from private or charter schools or at the very least avoid losing 
them” (Gray, Merrifield and Adzima 2016, 321). In practice, voucher systems provide a mechanism for public dollars to 
be shifted to private schools who hold none of the same accountability for the money or results as public schools do. In 
an era of limited public resources, opponents to school vouchers “fear that such programs will drain public schools of 
vital federal and state dollars and only further exacerbate the education gap between ‘halves’ and ‘have nots’” (Raj 2019, 
1038).  
 
Since the 1980s, voucher systems have been implemented in many countries and in parts of the United States with 
detrimental effects. Sorenson (2017) pointed out that “there is no clear evidence concerning positive links between the 
introduction of school voucher systems and student learning outcomes. In fact, studies have also found negative effects” 
(p 15). For example, a meta-analysis of studies from Chile, which has a national voucher system, found that after “30 
years of school choice through vouchers and privatization, Chile has developed a finely stratified and segregated 
education system that has deepened social fractures based on social class ethnicity, religion, and immigration, and that 
has neutralized integrative mechanisms of citizenship and public trust imbued in public education” (Trevino et al 2018, 
16).  The authors state that the societal class separations which developed in Chile stemmed, in part, from private 
schools’ ability to select which students they accepted by imposing tuition in addition to the vouchers leaving “the very 
poorest families lacking such resources have no other option than the local public school—the default for those who 
have nothing to offer but their vouchers” (Trevino et al 2018, 5). The Chilean public school system is funded exclusively 
by vouchers and therefore lacks the funding enjoyed by private schools. The consequence of underfunding public 
schools is that poor students fall behind their wealthier peers, creating and reinforcing class divisions. Segmentation 
based on economic standing is only one way vouchers institutionalize discriminatory practices.  
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A specific example of the damage vouchers can do is found in the United States. Raj (2019) reports that parents of 
disabled children are being forced to sign waivers of their rights in order to access vouchers and once they do if the 
students “enroll in a private school that fails to meet their needs, they are left with few, if any, options. They cannot sue 
the private school or state for better services” (p 1045).   
 
Ultimately, vouchers and privatization are inextricably linked and it is important to consider that private interests are not 
public interests.  Private schools are not accountable to the public, but under voucher systems they receive public 
monies. The segmentation caused by voucher systems is problematic and runs counter to “the longstanding responsibility 
of public schools to knit together a diverse public by providing common educational experience across class, ethnicity, 
or religious affiliation remains as important—perhaps more important—than ever” (Trevino et al 2018, 19).    

 
Keywords 

Vouchers, privatization, Friedman, competition, public schools, private schools 

 
Key strategic considerations 

Public education serves the needs of society and the literature affirms that vouchers, which emphasize individual gain, 
are a threat to this notion. It is important for teachers and parents to advocate for a strong public education system that 
meets the needs of all students regardless of their race, ability, socioeconomic status, and/or religion.   

 
Sources and further reading 

Berliner, D C, G V Glass and Associates. 50 Myths and Lies that Threaten America’s Public Schools. New York: 
Teachers College Press, 2014.  
 
Bosetti, L and D Gereluk. Understanding School Choice in Canada. Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2016.  
 
Dynarski, M. 2016. “On negative effects of vouchers.” Evidence Speaks Reports 1, no 18: 1–5. (May 26)  
https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/vouchers-and-test-scores.pdf (accessed 2019 12 06). 
 
Gray, N, J Merrifield and K Adzima. 2016. “A Private Universal Voucher Program’s Effects on Traditional Public 
Schools.” Journal of Economics & Finance 40, no 2 (April): 319–44. doi:10.1007/s12197-014-9309-z. 
 
Raj, Claire. 2019 “Coerced Choice: School Vouchers and Students with Disabilities.” Emory Law Journal 68, no 6 
(2019): 1038–99. 
 
Ravitch, Diane. The Death and Life of the Great American School System. New York: Basic Books, 2010. 
 
Treviño, E, R Mintrop, C Villalobos and M Órdenes. 2018. What Might Happen If School Vouchers and Privatization of 
Schools Were to Become Universal in the U.S.: Learning from a National Test Case—Chile. Boulder, CO: National 
Education Policy Center. Also available at http://nepc.colorado.edu/publication/chilean-voucher (accessed December 6, 
2019). 

 
 

 
 

 


