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Key Points

» The appeal of parental
choice is strongest
among minority
parents with lower
incomes who are
dissatisfied with the
academic quality of
their child's current
school.

Parents who enroll
their children in educa-
tion choice programs
tend to have some
college credit or hold

a higher-education
degree.

Parents who take ad-
vantage of education
choice programs tend
to be more involved
and have higher
expectations of their
children.

Families participating
in education choice
are much more likely
to be Catholic or reli-
giously observant.
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Who Takes Advantage of
Education Choice?

The Importance of an Educated Public

In the nations first State of the Union address,
Washington sketched the benefits of an edu-
cated public:

Knowledge is in every country the surest ba-
sis of public happiness. . .. To the security of
a free constitution it contributes in various
ways—by convincing those who are en-
trusted with the public administration that
every valuable end of government is best
answered by the enlightened confidence of
the people, and by teaching the people them-
selves to know and to value their own rights;
to discern and provide against invasions of
them; to distinguish between oppression and
the necessary exercise of lawful authority;
between burdens proceeding from a disre-
gard to their convenience and those resulting
from the inevitable exigencies of society; to
discriminate the spirit of liberty from that of
licentiousness—cherishing the first, avoiding
the last—and uniting a speedy but temper-
ate vigilance against encroachments, with
an inviolable respect to the laws (Pangle and
Pangle, 113).

For our nation to secure these blessings of
knowledge, we must improve opportunities

for parents to have meaningful choice in the
education of their children. One way to do this
is to have a better understanding of which par-
ents are most likely to pursue education choice.
To this end, we can look at several choice
programs from around the country.

Who uses education choice?

In general, those who choose to participate in
choice programs tend to be low-income par-
ents, from African-American or other minority
families, are more religiously observant, some-
what more educated, have had “higher levels of

prior parental involvement;” and have higher
educational attainment expectations for their
children than those parents who choose not to
participate (Witte, et al.).

Race

A study of various choice programs sheds
light on the race of families who seek out such
programs:

- In 2008, over 57 percent of the students in
Wisconsins choice program, the Milwau-
kee Parental Choice Program (MPCP),
were African-American, 24.5 percent were
Hispanic, and 15.8 percent were white
(Witte, et al.).

- Inanational, privately funded voucher
program, the Children’s Scholarship Fund
(CSF), voucher applicants continue to be
twice as likely to be African-American as
eligible non-applicants (Fleming, et al.).

- In the publicly funded Washington D.C.
Opportunity Scholarship program, ap-
plicants are more likely to be African-
American and more likely to be enrolled
in a federal lunch program than other D.C.
public school students (Fleming, et al.).

These facts have led analysts to conclude that
the “appeal of private education is actually
strongest among parents who are of minor-
ity background, of low income, and dissatis-
fied with the academic quality of their childs
current school” (Peterson, et al.). This is to say
that private education in a state-funded choice
program attracts a different group of families
than private education when the state is not
involved. Peterson added that demand for
choice among African-Americans “is larger
than one would assume if one looked only
at patterns of private school usage in the
absence of an external subsidy.”
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Figure 1: Race of Students in MPCP, 2008
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Peterson found that “rather than contributing to ‘white
flight, the CSF scholarship program appears to have
substantially increased the educational options available to
blacks attending predominantly minority schools” In addi-
tion, those who use choice programs “have a lower percent-
age of African Americans in their local schools, contrary

to the fear that vouchers are a means for families to flee
predominantly minority schools” Students who use these
choice programs transferred out of schools in which 33
percent of students are African-American, whereas students
who do not use the choice program are enrolled in schools
that are 38 percent African-American. In response to con-
cerns that choice programs contribute to racial segregation,
analysts concluded, “in sum, we can find no evidence that
vouchers contribute to racial segregation” (Peterson, et al.).

Income

Milwaukee Public School (MPS) parents have a higher
income on average than MPCP parents: 15 percent of
public school parents made $50,000 or more when only
4.7 percent of choice program parents made that much
(Witte, et al.). The estimated average household income for
each group was $27,577 for MPS households and $23,371
for MPCP households, both “quite low” (Fleming, et al.).
According to Peterson, choice participants are relatively dis-
advantaged. A 2005 study concluded “there is no evidence
of cream skimming based on family income and race”
(Fleming, et al.).

Parents’ Educational Attainment

The parents of education choice students tend to

be more educated. MPCP parents are more likely

to have some college credit (30 percent against 26.3
percent of MPS parents), and to have at least a four-
year degree (14 percent against 11.1 percent of MPS
parents) (Witte, et al.). Consistent with this trend in
Wisconsin, other analysts have found that applicants
to New York City’s School Choice Scholarship Foun-
dation are more likely to have mothers who attended
some college or have a bachelor’s degree than are
eligible nonapplicants (Fleming, et al.). These trends
have led to the conclusion that, “among less-advan-
taged families, it is those who are better educated
who are most likely to say they would go private if
they could afford it” (Peterson, et al.).

Parental Involvement

In Milwaukee, MPCP parents are also more likely to
have shown “higher levels of prior parental involve-
ment” and to expect their children to go to graduate
school: 24.5 percent of choice parents had such expecta-
tions, whereas only 13 percent of public school parents
had the same expectations of their children (Witte, et al.).
Among MPCP parents, 54.7 percent volunteered at their
child’s school, whereas only 37.9 percent of MPS parents
did so.

Religion

Several studies of choice programs have found that partici-
pating families are more likely to be Catholic and to be reli-
giously observant. In Milwaukee, 20.5 percent of Milwaukee
Public School (MPS) parents are Catholic, as opposed to

30 percent of choice parents. Moreover, while 12 percent of
MPS parents replied “none” to their religious affiliation, only
5.9 percent of choice parents replied the same way. Two-
thirds of choice parents attend a religious function at least
once a week, while about half of MPS parents do so (Witte,
et al.). Results from a more recent study of the MPCP have
verified the conclusion that choice families are far more
active in religious associations (Fleming, et al.). This fact is
again seen in the character of choice applicants: 66 percent
of those who apply to an choice program attend a religious
ceremony at least once a week whereas only 38 percent of
eligible non-applicants do so (Peterson, et al.). Peterson con-
cludes that being a practicing Catholic, rather than being

a nominal Catholic, predicts use of choice programs. The
same holds true for Christians generally. While some are
concerned that Catholic schools, the most common type of
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Figure 2: Religious Identification of Milwaukee Families in Assigned
and Parental Choice Schools, 2008
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school attended by choice recipients, would be too selec-
tive when admitting choice participants, existing research
on Catholic schools “has shown that they are generally not
selective in their admissions—not even with regard to reli-
gion” (Peterson, 2002).

Future opportunities for research: how do parents learn
about their choices?

An area of interest to the scholars who conduct these stud-
ies is how parents are exposed to information about educa-
tion choice programs. In the case of Milwaukee, choice

parents were more likely to get information from “informal

social networks,” e.g., friends, family, and church, than MPS
parents, who were more likely than MPCP parents to get
information from formal sources, such as websites and
informational handouts. Yet the majority of parents in both
groups receive information from informal social networks.
When asked if they knew about the MPCP, 41 percent

of Milwaukee Public School (MPS) parents responded
that they were not aware of it (Fleming, et al.). Fleming
remarked that “policymakers need to consider new meth-
ods of educating parents on the MPCP, as approximately
two out of five MPS parents said they had not heard of the
choice program”” 3¢
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