
Are These Vouchers on Steroids a  
Trainwreck in Slow Motion?

 

Termed “education savings accounts” (ESAs) these vouchers on steroids were the subject 
of 79 percent of the 111 voucher-related bills introduced in state legislatures in 2023. Five 
states enacted new ESAs (AR, IA, MT, SC, and UT). In addition, four states expanded exist-
ing ESA programs (FL,IN, NH,TN).

In most ways, ESAs are similar to traditional vouchers that parents have used for decades 
to pay for private schools at public expense. It’s just that they go a step farther, permitting 
parents to use the funds not just for private school tuition but for other education-related 
expenses such as school uniforms, homeschool curricula, and gym memberships.

In a recent article in the Brown Center Chalkboard, a publication of The Brookings Insti-
tution, a Washington, DC-based think tank, NEPC fellow Joshua Cowen of Michigan State 
University writes that he already sees signs that ESAs are following in the footsteps of tra-
ditional vouchers, which studies suggest lead to a flood of new providers, many of which 
quickly close, as well as tuition hikes at existing voucher schools. 

“Unfortunately, the voucher research literature suggests that even with new schools open-
ing, there simply are not enough effective private schools to go around,” he writes. “This 
might explain the dismal academic results over the last decade—and suggests a very real 
risk in today’s ESA initiatives if they produce large increases in private school enrollment.”

Drawing upon past research on traditional vouchers, Cowen predicts that ESAs will lead to 
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lower student achievement. Evidence on traditional vouchers’ impact on rates of high school 
graduation and college enrollment is more mixed—but when positive effects were found, 
they were associated with students spending all four years of high school in a private school. 
However, private high schools that accept vouchers often experience high rates of churn. In 
Milwaukee, which Cowen has studied, 20 percent of voucher students left private schools 
annually. Academic improvements occurred once students returned to public schools.

Voucher advocates disappointed with academic results have blamed over-regulation for the 
poor outcomes.

Yet Cowen writes that “the only empirical evidence of the effects of accountability on a 
voucher program found that once voucher schools were required to use the same testing 
and reporting requirements as their public counterparts, voucher performance improved 
substantially.”

He added: “The lack of accountability is already raising problems in newer programs. In Ar-
izona, for example, families had a number of questionable expenses approved, and in North 
Carolina, some private schools are claiming more vouchers than students actually enrolled.”

Unlike earlier traditional voucher programs, today’s vouchers are more likely to be uni-
versally available rather than to be offered to certain populations—such as students from 
low-income families. 

“How these new, expanded programs will function is perhaps the key open question for re-
search moving forward,” Cowen writes. 

Data from traditional voucher programs has indicated that the larger the pro-
gram, the worse the results tend to be. In the best case, that’s because there 
are too few effective private schools to serve expanded voucher programs; in 
the worst case, there are inherent limits to the choices parents can make when 
vouchers allow private schools to choose their students as well.

For example, private schools that accept vouchers may implement admissions criteria that 
screen out students with disabilities, students with low test scores, or emerging bilinguals. 

Voucher-accepting schools are also permitted to refuse to accept LGBTQ+ students or fam-
ilies, and to fire or refuse to hire LGBTQ+ staff.

“[I]t remains to be seen how the new expansion of private school choice programs will ulti-
mately affect educational opportunity,” Cowen writes. “But research on traditional vouchers 
suggests extreme caution when expecting new, favorable results simply because parents of 
children outside of public school can now spend public dollars on costs beyond tuition.”

This newsletter is made possible in part by support provided by the Great Lakes Center for 
Education Research and Practice: http://www.greatlakescenter.org
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The National Education Policy Center (NEPC), a university research center housed at the 
University of Colorado Boulder School of Education, sponsors research, produces policy 
briefs, and publishes expert third-party reviews of think tank reports. NEPC publications are 
written in accessible language and are intended for a broad audience that includes academic 
experts, policymakers, the media, and the general public. Our mission is to provide high-
quality information in support of democratic deliberation about education policy. We are 
guided by the belief that the democratic governance of public education is strengthened 
when policies are based on sound evidence and support a multiracial society that is 
inclusive, kind, and just. Visit us at: http://nepc.colorado.edu
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