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private schools. Of that number, nearly two-thirds are recipients
of school vouchers.12 Were it not for vouchers, the decline would
certainly have been more severe, especially after middle class fam-
ilies had the option of sending their children to tuition-free char-
ter schools.

Most of the private schools participating in the voucher pro-
gram have a religious affiliation. In 2005, more than 10,000 of
the voucher students were attending religious institutions. In per-
centage terms, 39 percent were attending Catholic schools, 13
percent Lutheran schools, 22 percent other religious schools, 20
percent non-religious schools serving African-American students,
and 6 percent “other” schools whose religious affiliation was not
determined.13

Clearly, voucher revenues were helping parochial schools sta-
bilize their operations and enhance their facilities. No less than
sixty-two of the schools participating in MPCP began renovations,
spending an estimated $80 million dollars on improvements in
their physical plant since the choice program began.14 Six either
constructed a new building or added to the existing one, seven-
teen built new classrooms or laboratories, ten updated their elec-
trical systems, eight added non-classroom space, and others
painted and improved their heating and air-conditioning systems,
while a scattering of others enhanced their property with new
roofing, windows, handicapped accessibility, and other improve-
ments.

Some of these expansions have been quite consequential. St.
Marcus, a Lutheran elementary school, mounted a $5 million

12. Data made available by the Milwaukee Public Schools and the Wisconsin
Department of Public Instruction to the Milwaukee Journal Sentinel, June 15, 2005.

13. Bob Veierstahler, “Schools Choice Students Attend,” Milwaukee Journal Sen-
tinel, June 12, 2005.

14. School Choice Wisconsin, School Choice and Community Renewal, September
2005a. School Choice Wisconsin, Accurate Information about School Choice, 2005b.
http://www.SchoolChoiceWI.org.
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campaign that was projected to increase capacity from 130 stu-
dents to a projected 350 students. And Pius XI, a Catholic sec-
ondary school, began work on a new field house that contained
classroom space as well. Meanwhile, the old gym was converted
to a dramatic arts center.

Nor is it just traditional religious schools that have expanded
in the wake of MPCP. In a heartwarming account, Sarah Carr, as
part of the Journal Sentinel’s overview, tells of a new school es-
tablished by Cheryl Brown, both a trained nurse and a pastor of
the Christian church, Believers in Christ, who started a school at
her church, then pursued an education degree to strengthen her
qualifications for the task at hand. The school now includes a high
school, its leaders report that all its graduates have been accepted
into college, and the church has purchased thirty-one acres on
which it plans to build an urban education campus together with
other facilities. “It was a mission from us in the beginning, an old
time actual missionary assignment, a calling,” Brown told the re-
porter.15

Another indication of enhanced quality has been the conver-
sion of six schools from voucher to charter school status. (All six
are secular schools, because religious schools cannot receive a gov-
ernment charter.) The incentives to switch are clear. Charters
receive 20 percent more funding. State reimbursement can be
obtained not just for low-income students but for any student in
attendance, allowing the school to attract middle class families.
Charter schools are also protected from the intense political con-
troversy that continues to surround the voucher program even
after its constitutional status was affirmed by the courts.

To achieve charter status, a school must convince one of Mil-
waukee’s three chartering agencies that their offerings and oper-

15. Sarah Carr, “Mission Accomplished,” Milwaukee Journal Sentinel, June 12,
2005.
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ations justify government recognition, an achievement that re-
quires an extended application. Charter school applicants must
prepare a detailed educational and financial plan that the author-
izing agency finds acceptable, a standard much higher than the
minimum expectations for participation in MPCP.

Not surprisingly, the six schools that switched to charter
status, who served 692 students the last year they were in the
MPCP program, were among the strongest of MPCP’s secular
schools. Bruce Guadalupe, for example, had been one of the stars
of the school voucher program in Milwaukee. Initially established
within the basement of a Catholic church, it was on the verge of
collapse in 1990 when the first, small, secular voucher program
began. Indeed, it was featured in the local news media as the kind
of disastrous school that the new voucher program was about to
fund. But within a few years, it became the pride of the Latino
community on Milwaukee’s south side, winning business and gov-
ernmental support for an expanding enrollment and the incor-
poration of other community programs serving all age groups. It
raised the revenue to construct new, handsome buildings with
modern equipment—even including child care services for em-
ployees. In 2000, MPS welcomed Bruce Guadalupe as one of its
charter schools. Meanwhile, the no less respected Martha Collins
school, Milwaukee College Preparatory School, which serves the
African American community, converted to a UWM charter
school even as it began a $4 million campaign that would allow
itself to expand from 360 to 480 students. Officials at both Mil-
waukee College Preparatory School and Bruce Guadalupe said
that the chance to grow, along with the certainty of having the
cost of educating all their students covered by state payments,
was crucial to their decision to convert to charter school status.
Clearly, the voucher program has helped several schools move
from marginal status to widely appreciated institutions that could
win charter recognition.
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Questionable Voucher Schools

While numerous voucher success stories can be told, not every
school participating in MPCP has a quality reputation. On the
contrary, even Milwaukee’s strongest school-choice supporters
have come to worry about the ease with which new schools, of
problematic quality, have been able to attract students and secure
state reimbursements under the voucher program. An official
closely associated with the Catholic archdiocese of Milwaukee
applauded recent efforts made to discourage weak schools from
coming into being, noting that the effort was “about eight years
too late” but one that was responding to a situation “we never
saw . . . coming.”16 Similarly, choice supporter Robert Pavlik,
director of the School Design and Development Center within
the Marquette University Institute for the Transformation of
Learning, concluded that, as of the summer of 2005, “there are
about ten schools that ought to be closed immediately.”17 The
reporters for the Journal Sentinel put the number somewhat
higher. They reported that they were unable to visit nine of the
115 schools during their overview of the program, leaving them
uneasy about what might have been taking place behind the
closed doors. Inasmuch as schools often refuse access to outsiders,
both to protect student privacy and to keep the school’s focus on
its educational objectives, one should not necessarily draw strong
conclusions from this fact alone. But the reporters also asserted
that “about 10 percent of the choice schools [implying ten to
twelve schools] demonstrate alarming deficiencies” and named
seven schools which left them with what they said were “major
questions.” At one school, there was only one teacher with two
students, about to go to McDonalds. At others, supplies were

16. Alan J. Borsuk and Sarah Carr, “Questionable Scenes,” Milwaukee Journal
Sentinel, June 11, 2005b.

17. Alan J. Borsuk and Sarah Carr, 2005c.
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limited, curriculum undefined, and teachers appeared unquali-
fied.

Although the schools identified as deficient by the Journal
Sentinel enrolled no more than 4.4 percent of all MPCP students,
and some of these schools had just a few students, one, Harambee
Community School, was particularly disappointing. It had been
a major part of the original, secular voucher program and, in
2005, had 346 voucher students. In the cryptic words of the syn-
opsis provided by reporters:

Beset by internal fighting. Has had five principals in five years,
high teacher turnover and financial problems, including former
business manager being charged with stealing up to $750,000.
Many of the teachers walked out briefly in a dispute with ad-
ministrators. Some teachers do not have college degrees, unlike
in the past.18

That a sizeable school that entered the voucher program as long
ago as 1991 is judged to be so problematic in 2005 is certainly
strong evidence that vouchers, by themselves, do not create
strong schools.

Still another sign of the quality problem has been the school
closure rate. Since MPCP began in the 1990–91 school year, four-
teen of the participating schools had closed their operations by
2003, apparently because of financial problems or declining pa-
rental demand. Fortunately, these schools had, on average, many
fewer voucher students than the average MPCP school. In the
final year of their operations, they were serving only a total 642
voucher students, an average of less than forty-six students per
school.

Interestingly enough, eight of these fourteen schools, like Har-
ambee, had been among the twenty-three schools established un-

18. Alan J. Borsuk and Sarah Carr, “Questionable Scenes,” Milwaukee Journal
Sentinel, June 11, 2005b.
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der the original MPCP program that was limited to secular
schools. This translates into a 33 percent closure rate for the
schools that helped inaugurate school choice in Milwaukee. It is
ironic that the original, secular-only voucher program, the one
that sparked the school choice movement nationwide, appears to
have had serious weaknesses. Although a few of the early MPCP
participants, most notably Bruce Guadalupe, capitalized on the
new opportunity created by the program, too many of the secular
organizations spawned by the program appear not to have de-
served the official status given to them.

School choice supporters point out that closing weak schools
is a viable strategy for enhancing the quality of urban education,
a strategy that MPS needs to copy. Nonetheless, in 2005 choice
supporters began taking steps to discourage the formation of new
schools that do not seem up to the task at hand, urging the Wis-
consin Department of Public Instruction to scrutinize the school’s
financial and educational plans before allowing a new voucher
school to open. Their efforts seem to have had an effect. For the
fall of 2006, over fifty additional school entrepreneurs had indi-
cated an interest in joining the voucher program, but, only sev-
enteen were approved by the department, with three applications
still pending in spring 2006.

In sum, access to quality schooling under MPCP has been
made possible largely because of the availability of strong paro-
chial schools predating its inceptions. As established institutions,
they were well placed to open their doors to low-income new-
comers who were looking for alternatives to traditional public
schools. In addition, a few secular schools, Bruce Guadalupe and
Milwaukee College Preparatory School being the paramount ex-
amples, were led by educators capable of leveraging voucher dol-
lars into quality education. But the number of weak and failing
schools participating in the MPCP has been uncomfortably large.
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One can only applaud any steps that are being taken to correct
this situation.

Quality of Charter Schools

It has been the conventional wisdom that conversions from tra-
ditional public school to charter status are changes in name only,
not mechanisms that provide leaders genuinely new opportunities
to create higher quality institutions. Only a new school, with
fresh leadership and innovative ideas, can truly break the dead-
lock in American education. That wisdom may be true else-
where—and, in Milwaukee, it could still turn out to be correct
over the long run. But, at least in the short run, conversion
schools appear to be doing at least as well as other charter schools.
Just exactly why charter conversion has proven to be an effica-
cious school choice strategy requires further consideration.

District-Controlled Schools

Converting a traditional public school to charter status has been
advocated as a way of enhancing the quality of low-performing
schools. Under the 2002 federal law, No Child Left Behind, for
example, schools must be reconstituted, if student test scores fail
to show adequate yearly progress toward state-determined profi-
ciency standards for five consecutive years. One of the reconsti-
tution options is for the school to be converted to charter status.
Although few conversions have thus far taken place under NCLB,
the thrust of the law is based on the assumption that conversion
to charter status should be attempted when all else seems to have
failed.

In Milwaukee, conversion of fourteen MPS schools from a
traditional status to district-controlled charter status has come un-
der completely different circumstances. It is a sign of success, not
failure. MPS schools convert to charter status at the request of
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the school principal, with the support of at least half the teachers
at the school. MPS is unlikely to grant the request unless it has
confidence in the principal and the staff at the school. As a senior
MPS administrator commented, when interviewed by one of us,

When we first started chartering schools in Milwaukee, there
was a general understanding that a [district-controlled] charter
school would be an MPS school that had achieved a level of
success that would allow it to use more flexibility and more
autonomy effectively.

Similarly, MPS school superintendent William Andrekopoulos
commented to a newspaper reporter that converted schools “were
probably doing well before they became charter schools,”19 a con-
clusion also reached by the Public Policy Forum (2001), a Mil-
waukee-based think-tank that studies school choice.20

Principals and teachers seek charter status in order to gain
exemption from various school regulations and certain provisions
of the teacher union contract. For example, charter schools,
though still district-controlled, may select new teachers, not sim-
ply on the basis of seniority, but by a site-based selection com-
mittee (a practice that MPS now appears to be instituting system
wide). Although this committee must still conform to certain un-
ion guidelines (such as interviewing teachers with greater senior-
ity first), it still has more autonomy in the hiring process than do
traditional public schools. Also, the district-controlled charters
have greater capacity to release unsatisfactory teachers that are
either not yet tenured or on probation. Charter schools can also
secure “Memorandums of Understanding (MOUs)” for specific
programs, such as the one at Juneau High School, which has a
special January term. The principal there told our interviewer

19. Sarah Carr, “Number of Milwaukee-area Students in Charter Schools In-
creases,” Milwaukee Journal Sentinel, December 30, 2002, 1A.

20. Jay Greene, Public Policy Forum, MPS Outpacing New Charter Schools in
Innovation, Achievement, Research Brief, vol. 89, no. 9 (December 27, 2001).
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that “it is easy to get the MOU approved by the union because
in most cases we have been able to get 50 to 60 percent of the
staff to buy in, and when we present that data to the union and
the district, it’s easy to get the MOU.” Similarly, the principal at
Fritsche Middle School told us that “if you have a charter, the
union is more flexible with you.”

That said, union regulations still bind district-controlled char-
ter schools. Some principals complained to us that the union,
despite certain concessions, still hinders schools from compensat-
ing teachers according to ability and subject need as well as from
using adequate authority to recruit the most effective teachers.
In an anonymous comment, one admitted:

I have to be honest with you. I don’t really like [the terms of
our status as a district-controlled charter]. We need to have the
ability to hire and fire teachers. Even with . . . site-based hiring,
HR [Human Resources] sometimes sends people over here
based on the contract. We can’t always find the people that
believe the most in our program.

But despite these limitations on their autonomy, district-con-
trolled charter schools enjoy many advantages vis a vis the inde-
pendents.

Independent Charters

Independent charters stand midway between the district-con-
trolled charters and the schools operating within the MPCP
framework. As compared to the latter, independent charters have
decisive advantages, as is evidenced by the fact that six voucher
schools have converted to charter status (while none have gone
in the other direction). Although independent charters must go
through a more rigorous application stage than that required of
MPCP schools, their reimbursement rate is 20 percent larger,
they can be reimbursed for any type of student, not just those
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coming from low-income families, they have the more prestigious
status of a governmentally chartered school, and they escape the
political controversy that still surrounds MPCP.

At the same time, independent charters face many challenges
district-controlled charters escape. They must locate their own
physical plant, they incur many start-up costs, they have a lower
reimbursement rate, and they cannot recruit MPS employees un-
less those employees are willing to forgo a substantial benefits
package. Although private resources have helped independent
charters overcome some of the financial challenges, the task of
raising the money can, as one principal admitted, distract them
from the recruitment of talented teachers and preparation for the
initial school year. Until 2005, no student could enter directly
into an independent charter school; they had to first attend for
one year a traditional public school. In other words, charters had
to be constantly addressing the transfer-student problem. The re-
cent repeal of this provision has certainly been a positive step
forward.

All of these challenges—and others—were evident in the early
years of Milwaukee’s charter program. “The first year we just
muddled through,” said one principal, adding that “everybody’s
first year is really tough.” Another principal admitted that she
came in “not knowing anything about running schools” and, as a
result often felt “a lot of frustration” because she was always strug-
gling just “to get all the administrative stuff done.” Commenting
from the vantage point of a conversion school, one principal ex-
pressed sympathy with start-ups chartered by MPS: The new
schools “would probably have a harder time because they won’t
know all the bureaucracy and they won’t understand many times
how to get things done at Central Office.” The challenges were
so great for three of the twenty-eight independent charter schools
that they closed. Two of those charters were authorized by the
city, which initially had a more lax set of authorizing procedures.
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With the passage of time, however, all authorizing agencies took
increasing care before granting a charter.

As policy analyst Bryan Hassel has observed, “Charter schools,
in addition to being educational institutions, have to succeed as
small businesses; balancing their budgets, negotiating leases, fi-
nancing packages and contracts, and making payroll. Individuals
and small teams . . . are apt to possess some but not all of these
skills and backgrounds.”21 Those abilities, which on their own are
difficult to muster in a start-up team, must be complemented by
expertise in curriculum design, facility maintenance, manage-
ment, and community relations. In addition, independent charter
starters must plan for providing transportation, food service, and
appropriate zoning. Altogether, they represent a daunting, if not
insurmountable, undertaking for many prospective educators.
Building a quality charter school takes time.

Conclusions: Systemic Impact

and Recommendations

While the overall supply of choice schools in Milwaukee has
proven to be considerably more elastic than the supply of quality
schools, the rapid increase in the percentage of students exploring
choice options may still have had a broad, systemic impact on
schools in Milwaukee. With many choices available, public
schools are under pressure to respond to the competition.

Impacts on Traditional Public Schools

Since 1999, MPS schools have suffered a more than 5 percent
enrollment loss, from around 101,000 students to 95,600 in 2005
—even when one considers district-controlled charters to be part

21. Bryan C. Hassel, “Friendly Competition,” Education Next 3, no.1 (Winter
2003).
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of the MPS system. Enrollment declines forced closures of four
traditional public schools in 2005. To forestall a further slide,
MPS has introduced a wide range of policies designed to make
traditional public schools in the city more attractive to parents
and students. Here are just some of the more important actions
that have taken place:

1. In 2001, the school board appointed as its superintendent
someone who had been a renegade principal, one of the first
to convert his school from traditional to charter status. In
2005, the board renewed his contract for another four years,
if only by a divided vote.

2. In 2001, the school board mandated that more than 70 per-
cent of the operating budget in the district “follow the stu-
dent” to the school they entered. In other words, each MPS
school’s budget is partly determined by its enrollment, which
gives principals incentives to take steps to create as attractive
an educational setting as possible.

3. After learning from a system-wide survey of parents that they
prefer K–8 schools to K–5 schools, the number of K–8 schools
has increased in the last few years from eighteen to fifty-six.

4. After learning from the survey of parents that they wish to
have before-and-after school day programs as well as full-day
kindergarten beginning at age four, elementary schools have
been given the opportunity to introduce these programs.

5. With the support of a number of private foundations, small
schools are being formed within large high schools.

6. Outreach and advertising have been increased. For example,
the district spent over $103,000 in TV, radio, and billboard
ads during the two-month period from January to March of
2004. As MPS’s director of student services put it in one of
our interviews: “We were advertising before the choice pro-
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gram began, but it has increased—competition tends to do
that to you.” Individual schools are also conducting their own
advertising campaigns.

While many signs are promising, we cannot be certain that
the increased competition has translated into higher levels of stu-
dent achievement. Still, Milwaukee public school student perfor-
mance on the Wisconsin-mandated test has improved over the
past decade. Between 1997 and 2005, the percentage of third-
graders scoring at or above proficiency levels in reading increased
from 50 percent to 71 percent. And, with just two exceptions,
average test-score performance in all grades increased significantly
in fourth, eighth, and tenth grades in reading, language arts, math,
science, and social studies. While these improvements do not ap-
pear to exceed those achieved in the state as whole, more rigorous
research found larger gains in those public schools that were most
directly impacted by the voucher program than in schools less
directly affected.22 Still, that study was conducted only shortly
after the expanded program was put into place and was unable
to track progress by individual students. We must wait for still
more refined analyses over a longer period of time before coming
to definite conclusions.

In this regard, it is unfortunate that the degree of competition
may have reached a new ceiling. The voucher program is about
as large as the law allows, though voucher proponents were mak-
ing special efforts in the Wisconsin state legislature to allow more
students to participate in the voucher program. Meanwhile, there
is little evidence that a spate of new charter schools will soon be
established. Even as a strong supporter of choice, the current MPS
school superintendent is not expecting much growth in the com-
ing years. Once again, the Milwaukee experience underlines the

22. Caroline M. Hoxby, “Rising Tide: New Evidence on Competition and the
Public Schools,” Education Next 1, no. 4 (Winter 2001): 68–75.
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critical importance of the political and legal situation surrounding
school choice programs.

Recommendations

If the final word on Milwaukee remains to be written, one can
still draw preliminary conclusions about the promises and pitfalls
of its complex system of school choice innovation. On the posi-
tive side, a choice system that engages the private sector, espe-
cially if it includes schools with a religious affiliation, can pre-
serve—and enhance—the contributions these schools have long
made to American education at a time when their future within
central cities is in jeopardy. And a policy of converting successful
public schools to charter status can give talented principals and
staff the flexibility they need to raise their schools to still higher
levels of performance. The possibility of moving from voucher to
charter status can give greater permanence to newly formed but
promising secular schools.

On the negative side, problematic schools will form as well.
A choice program can reduce their number, if not eliminate them
altogether, if it takes such steps as the following:

1. Establish reasonable educational, financial, and physical-plant
requirements before allowing a school to participate in a
choice program.

2. Establish a level financial playing field by providing reimburse-
ments equivalent to the amount received by traditional public
schools operating within the community. With adequate re-
sources, entrepreneurs who have the capability of establishing
quality schools will be more likely to participate.

3. Give principals at successful public schools incentives to con-
vert their school to charter status. In general, charter status
should be a reward for success, not a punishment for failure.
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4. Provide vouchers to students regardless of family income. Any
school-choice program that limits support to those of low-
income creates socially-segregated institutions.

5. Allow direct entry to schools of choice without first requiring
attendance at a traditional public school. Since transfers
among schools are often educationally costly, they should not
be mandated.

6. Provide funding for advance planning and capital costs as well
as arrange for a procedure to help choice schools with their
initial cash flow problems.

7. Create an accountability system that allows for early identi-
fication of low-performing schools.

8. Build a political base of support that can sustain an increas-
ingly competitive system over the long run.


