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Expanding the Statewide School Voucher Program:  

The wrong choice for Wisconsin 
By Zachary Herrnstadt 

 

This past October, Assembly republicans released their agenda for the upcoming legislative session. Titled “Forward for 

Wisconsin’s Future,” the agenda identifies improving education as a top priority. Unfortunately, Governor Walker and the 

Republican leadership have shown that they intend to do no such thing. In fact, their push to expand Wisconsin’s 

statewide, taxpayer-funded school voucher program by increasing or removing altogether the program’s cap of 1,000 

students would be a step backward for Wisconsin. 

Proponents of the statewide school voucher program, known as the Wisconsin Parental Choice Program (WPCP), claim 

that expansion would improve the state’s K-12 educational system. That is debatable. Funded entirely by state general 

purpose revenue, WPCP will cost taxpayers $7.4 million during the 2014-15 school year. Expanding the program would 

divert even more tax dollars from public schools, continuing Wisconsin’s recent and disturbing trend of underfunding 

public education.  

Spending tax dollars on expanding WPCP is especially inappropriate at this juncture because many of the state’s rural 

districts are in desperate need of additional funding. Rural schools face a unique set of challenges as they work to provide 

nearly 44 percent of Wisconsin’s children with a quality education, including high teacher turnover, slow and unreliable 

internet connections, and the loss of art and music programming. Though these are all serious issues, the most significant 

barrier faced by many rural districts is the rapidly growing cost of transporting students to and from school.  

As WPCP continues to divert funding from rural school districts, there is debate as to whether the program is even 

accessible to certain eligible rural students. This is because it does not cover the costs of transportation to and from a 

participating school, nor does it require those schools to provide that transportation. In some rural areas of the state, the 

nearest voucher school could be miles away. In other words, even if awarded a school voucher, a family lacking 

transportation might be unable to use it.  

While there is nothing inherently wrong with private schools, they should not be funded through our state’s general 

purpose revenue – especially not when so many rural schools are chronically underfunded. In many cases, the only way 

for these communities to address this funding gap is to increase local property taxes. Expanding the statewide voucher 

program will force even more communities to make a difficult choice: increase property taxes in order to adequately fund 

their public schools or continue to make do with schools that lack essential resources.  

Also concerning is the apparent lack of accountability of WPCP schools. If these schools are going to continue receiving 

tax dollars, they must be held to the same standards as Wisconsin’s public schools. If these standards are not met, they 

should also be held to the same level of accountability. The first step towards a fair and transparent performance 

assessment mechanism for Wisconsin’s schools is to require that all schools receiving taxpayer funding administer the 

same assessment or set of assessments. Any school accountability system failing to adhere to this common sense idea will 

be fundamentally flawed, lacking in both fairness and validity. 

What can be done to put Wisconsin back on the right track when it comes to school funding? Instituting Fair Funding for 

Our Future, a plan put forward by State Superintendent Tony Evers, would be a significant step in the right direction. This 
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program would revamp Wisconsin’s broken school funding formula so that school districts in need receive increased state 

aid. 

It is also essential that the Wisconsin Legislature implement the recommendations of the Speaker’s bipartisan Task Force 

on Rural Schools. The task force put forward a number of prudent ideas including increasing sparcity aid to rural districts, 

and creating a student loan forgiveness program for new teachers who choose to teach in rural Wisconsin. Following these 

recommendations would help strengthen Wisconsin’s rural schools. 

The Wisconsin Constitution tasks the legislature with “provid[ing] for the establishment of district schools, which shall be 

as nearly uniform as practicable.” It is my hope that in the coming year, all members of the state legislature take this 

responsibility seriously. Every child in the state of Wisconsin has the right to a first rate education. Expanding the 

statewide school voucher program will do far more to undermine that right than it will to promote it. 

Zachary Herrnstadt is Government Relations Associate for the Wisconsin Farmers Union, a member-driven organization 

committed to enhancing the quality of life for family farmers, rural communities and all citizens through educational 

opportunities, cooperative endeavors and civic engagement. 

 


