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Summary

A recent report by the Mackinac Center, Michigan Student Opportunity Scholarships:
Overview and Fiscal Analysis, claims that the Michigan Student Opportunity Scholarship
(MSOS) neovoucher_ program has the potential to create fiscal benefits for the state of Mich-
igan and its school districts. It comes as state policymakers consider both the impact of
school neovouchers on student achievement and the financial cost of a neovoucher system.
Unfortunately, the Mackinac Center’s report is more misleading than it is useful. To in-
form its assumptions about the factors influencing the fiscal impact of neovoucher policies,
the report relies overwhelmingly on problematic reports and approaches produced by think
tanks that regularly advocate for school choice. Because of this, it paints a misleadingly rosy
picture of how the MSOS will impact the state’s finances and the finances of its school dis-
tricts. On closer examination, the assumptions the analysis relies upon are flawed in several
ways, rendering the report’s results, conclusions, and broad policy recommendations use-
less for Michigan voters and policymakers.
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I. Introduction

The push for expansion of voucher policies by school choice advocates often includes claims
about research. Most commonly, advocates claim that research shows that students’ test
scores rise when they receive vouchers to help them move from public to private schools
(despite recent academic reviews showing mixed results for voucher recipients?). For policy-
makers, student outcomes are only half of the “bang for your buck” consideration, so vouch-
er advocates also make claims about the fiscal benefits of voucher policies. A recent example
is the Mackinac Center report Michigan Student Opportunity Scholarships: Overview and
Fiscal Analysis, authored by Ben DeGrow (the Mackinac Center’s Director of Education
Policy) and Martin Lueken (Director of EdChoice’s Fiscal Research and Education Center).?
The report aims to inform Michigan voters and policymakers about the fiscal impact of the
Michigan Student Opportunity Scholarship (MSOS), trying to dispel arguments that vouch-
ers and voucher-like programs pose a financial threat to the fiscal status of the State of
Michigan or of the individual school districts within it.

The MSOS proposes to fund a type of voucher called an education savings account (ESA) for
students and their families to spend on school tuition or approved educational services such
as tutoring or counseling. The ESAs created by the proposed MSOS would be funded using
a tax credit system—similar to systems implemented in Kentucky and Missouri—through
which taxpayers receive a dollar-for-dollar tax credit for donations to nonprofits that then
distribute scholarships (vouchers) to students.

In this review, I comment on the report’s use of literature and methods, the validity of its
findings and conclusions, and its usefulness for informing policy design and implementa-
tion. Because the MSOS resembles conventional vouchers in their diversion of public re-
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sources to support private school tuition and related expenses, it is referred to here as a
neovoucher program.3

II. Findings and Conclusions of the Report

The report finds that the Michigan Student Opportunity Scholarship (MSOS) will likely have
a positive fiscal impact on Michigan and its school districts. It estimates the fiscal impact be-
tween a $106 million loss and a $386 million benefit. It concludes that the MSOS is worth-
while because of likely positive effects on student achievement and likely financial benefits
for Michigan and its districts.

II1. The Report’s Rationale for Its Findings and Conclusions

The report relies on several assumptions. It assumes, for example, that voucher and ne-
ovoucher programs improve student achievement. This claim is not supported by recent
high-quality scholarship,4 but it allows the authors to sidestep questions of policy and pro-
gram efficacy in order to focus on questions of financial cost and burden. The report also
makes key assumptions about factors that influence the fiscal impact of a neovoucher pol-
icy, such as the rate of “switchers,” variable costs, and variation among school districts in
Michigan. The validity of each of these assumptions is reviewed in detail in Section VI of this
review.

IV. The Report’s Use of Research Literature

The report relies overwhelmingly on sources published by three think tanks. It includes 35
endnotes, in which 19 of the 35 (54%) come from the Cato Institute, Mackinac Center, or Ed-
Choice (formerly the Friedman Foundation for Educational Choice). It also does not engage
with or cite any peer-reviewed studies on the effectiveness of choice programs on student
outcomes. 5 As well, it cites only one peer-reviewed study examining the fiscal impacts of
voucher policies.®

In a footnote, the authors claim that “[o]f 175 rigorous research studies on the impacts of
private school choice programs, measurable positive impacts outpace measurable negative
impacts by more than 12 to one.”” Unfortunately, the footnote in which this statement ap-
pears points to the 123s of School Choice report published by EdChoice, a misleading review
relying overwhelmingly (68% of citations) on cherry-picked, non-peer-review published re-
ports written by choice advocates.®

The habit of narrowly citing think tank reports and studies published by choice advocates
extends to the report’s use of literature to inform its methods. For example, to inform its
estimate of switcher rates and variable costs, it relies exclusively on an overly narrow set of
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three reports authored by strong advocates of school choice, each of which comes up short
when seriously scrutinized.® I discuss these shortcomings in detail in section VI, but it is
worth noting here that the treatment of variable costs (within school district costs which
change as enrollment changes) and switcher rate (the percentage of students who would
switch from a public school to a private school option if a voucher or neovoucher were avail-
able) are the two primary components for estimating the fiscal impact of a neovoucher pro-
gram. The oversimplified approach of the source reports to policy design, implementation,
evaluation, and reform casts doubt on the validity of their conclusions—including conclu-
sions about variable costs and switcher rates that are adopted in the methodology of the
current study.'® The practice of building on flawed studies of educational policy creates the
illusion of methods and findings built on a strong research base, but the reality more closely
resembles a house of cards.

V. Review of the Report’s Methods

The analysis of fiscal impacts related to Michigan Student Opportunity Scholarship (MSOS)
relies on three equations. The first equation helps a reader determine if Michigan will save
money if MSOS is implemented:

State net fiscal impact = program costs — savings when students
leave public schools

In this equation, program costs are the total costs incurred by the state to fund MSOS. With-
in the report, program costs are assumed to be $500 million. This amount assumes tuition
tax credit donations meeting the MSOS cap for donations. The savings when students leave
public schools are calculated using the minimum per-pupil student state foundation allow-
ance in Michigan (i.e., $8,700, the money the district would have received) and multiplying
it by the number of switchers. A switcher is a student who would leave a public school for a
private school if offered a neovoucher. The report estimates the total number of switchers
by dividing the total dollars available for neovouchers ($450 million)* by the average ne-
ovoucher amount (either $6,000 or $4,000) and the “switcher rate,” which is the percentage
of total students categorized as switchers. It offers no empirical grounding for the average
neovoucher amounts used, simply stating the highest amount a neovoucher can reach is
$7,830, and the average amount is likely to be lower than that because only students with
disabilities and students who qualify for a free or reduced-price lunch qualify for the maxi-
mum amount.

The second equation is for district net fiscal impact:
District net fiscal impact = Decreases in variable costs — Revenue reduction

To calculate district net fiscal impact, the report uses an estimate of state average variable
per-pupil costs for school districts in Michigan and subtracts from that amount the “en-
rollment-based reduction in state aid revenue” or the total lost state foundation allowance
($8,700). It uses a modified version of an approach to estimating variable costs that esti-
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mates the percentage of total expenditures from instruction, pupil support services, and
instructional staff support services.? It estimates that variable costs for school districts in
Michigan are 61.7% of total expenditures, or roughly $8,755. It multiplies the net between
variable costs and the loss in per-state revenue ($8,755 — $8,700 = $55) by the total number
of switchers.

The final equation is a simple sum of the state and district fiscal impact:

Net fiscal impact = State net fiscal impact + District net fiscal impact

VI. Review of the Validity of the Findings and Conclusions

The report’s methods are straightforward but embedded with specious assumptions. I re-
view each of these assumptions in detail below.

Assumptions About Switchers

Switcher rates are important for fiscal impact studies because they account for the rate at
which a state neovoucher program is financing the education of students who want a pri-
vate school education and cannot afford it or a private school education for students whose
families can afford to send their child to private school regardless. The report argues that
a high-enough switcher rate makes MSOS financially worthwhile.?? Its analyses rely on two
switcher rates of 60% and 90%. The 60% rate comes from an EdChoice survey.* The 90%
rate is from an analysis of the costs and savings of private school choice programs in the
United States.'

The report claims that the 60% rate is conservative and the 90% switcher rate is supported
by “the body of empirical evidence on private school voucher programs, based on random
assignment, which provides information on switcher rates.”® To be clear, the body of em-
pirical evidence mentioned by the report does not attempt to study or draw conclusions
about switcher rates. A recent study,” and another preceding it,'® use this body of literature
to infer switcher rates from the control groups of randomized control trials. The logic un-
derlying this approach is that students who lose a voucher lottery and go to a private school
represent nonswitchers, or those students who will attend a private school regardless. It
follows that students who do not attend a private school after losing a voucher lottery are
switchers. This approach is misleading for several reasons, but chief among them is that it
suffers from issues with construct validity (i.e., whether the estimates are actually a proxy
for a true switcher rate) and external validity (i.e., whether estimates coming from small,
randomized control trials can be generalized to a larger population).2°

Assumptions About Variable Costs

The report claims that if per-pupil variable costs associated with educating a student are
higher than the loss in revenue associated with that student leaving, the district fiscal im-
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pact will be positive. Variable costs are first defined as costs “which vary directly with en-
rollment.”2! It should follow then that district fixed costs are those costs which do not vary
with changes in enrollment. However, the report also claims “[i]n the long run, all costs are
variable, meaning that schools can adjust fully over time to changes in enrollment.” This
statement is misleading, and it reflects the report’s casual approach to estimating variable
costs. In that context, it is important to notice three things about how the report approaches
estimating variable costs:

First, by relying on the logic that in the long run all costs are variable costs, the report misses
an opportunity to model costs in a nuanced and informative way. A recent study demonstrat-
ed how this could be done: It included an adjustment for the elasticity of variable costs to
account both for differences in the capacity to adjust short-run variable costs across school
districts and for the possibility that variable costs might be “sticky” or difficult to change at
the exact rate at which enrollment changes.2?

Second, the report makes no effort to distinguish between the programs that make up vari-
able costs, obscuring the budget-making process by reducing it to broad expenditure cat-
egories instead of specific resources and programs sensitive to enrollment changes. The
report relies on a modified version of an earlier report on the fiscal effects of school choice
programs on public school districts to estimate an average variable cost of school districts
in Michigan.23 It estimates variable costs as the percentage of costs originating from broad
expenditures categories such as instruction, pupil support services, and instructional staff
support services.

Finally, the report makes no attempt to understand how variable costs may vary for different
students. If, for example, a high proportion of switchers are students with high-cost disabil-
ities, then one could infer that educational costs of students leaving a school district well
exceed the loss in state revenue by a significant amount.?* However, the report makes no
mention of how this, or the other factors mentioned, might change their assumptions about
variable costs.

Assumptions About State Averages

The report assumes that switchers and variable costs are constant across school districts in
Michigan.2s If the fiscal impact of a neovoucher program is concentrated in a large urban
school district such as Detroit Public Schools, however, using state averages to estimate
district fiscal impacts obfuscates which districts are financially impacted by neovouchers
programs and what the impact is for those districts.

VII. Usefulness of the Report for Guidance
of Policy and Practice

The Mackinac Center’s report is more misleading than it is useful. It cites an overly narrow
body of literature to inform questionable assumptions. It then uses these assumptions to
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facilitate back-of-the-envelope calculations that offer dubious estimates of the fiscal impact
of the Michigan Student Opportunity Scholarship (MSOS) on Michigan and its districts. The
approach is akin to a “garbage in, garbage out” problem, because the key assumptions are
so poorly grounded. The report’s reliance on a deeply flawed study,?¢ which itself builds on a
questionable study,?” is evidence of this problem and how it grows worse with each succes-
sive report.2®

Still, it is worth noting the report’s impact. Although it is unlikely to influence the academ-
ic community, it has already impacted public discourse. The Wall Street Journal editorial
board uncritically cited it to argue in favor of the MSOS.2?° The WSJ editorial notwithstand-
ing, there is little if anything in this report that should be used to inform policy.

http://nepc.colorado.edu/thinktank/opportunity-scholarships




Notes and References

Several peer-reviewed literature reviews have examined the literature studying the impact of school vouchers
and schoo 1 choice on student achievement. A few of these reviews are listed below. In general, high-quality
reviews of the impact of school vouchers find mixed results. Consistently, the authors of these reviews note
that the inferences about the impact of vouchers must be understood by considering the context in which these
are implemented and the side effects of vouchers and school choice.

Carnoy, M. (2017, February 28). School vouchers are not a proven strategy for improving student achieve-
ment. Washington, DC: Economic Policy Institute. Retrieved May 23, 2022, from https://www.epi.org/publi-
cation/school-vouchers-are-not-a-proven-strategy-for-improving-student-achievement/

Epple, D., Romano, R.E., & Urquiola, M. (2017). School vouchers: A survey of the economics literature. Jour-
nal of Economic Literature, 55(2), 441-492. Retrieved May 23, 2022, from https://www.aeaweb.org/arti-
cles?id=10.1257/jel.20150679

Jabbar, H., Fong, C.J., Germain, E., Li, D., Sanchez, J., Sun, W.L., & Devall, M. (2022). The competitive effects
of school choice on student achievement: A systematic review. Educational Policy, 36(2), 247-281. Retrieved
May 23, 2022, from https://doi.org/10.1177/0895904819874756

Zimmer, R. & Bettinger, E.P. (2014). Getting beyond the rhetoric: Surveying the evidence of vouchers and tax
credits. In H. Ladd & E. Fiske (Eds.), Handbook of research in education finance and policy. 2™ ed. New York,
NY: Routledge.

DeGrow, B. & Lueken, M. (2022). Michigan student opportunity scholarships: Overview and fiscal
analysis. Midland, MI: Manhattan Center. Retrieved May 19, 2022, from https://www.mackinac.org/
archives/2022/s2022-05.pdf

For an extensive review on the topic of vouchers, education savings accounts, and tuition tax credits, see:Huer-
ta, L.A., & d’Entremont, C. (2007). Education tax credits in a post-Zelman era: Legal, political, and poli-

cy alternatives to vouchers? Educational Policy, 21(1), 73-109. Retrieved May 23, 2022, from https://doi.
org/10.1177/0895904806296935

Welner, K.G. (2008). NeoVouchers: The emergence of tuition tax credits for private schooling. Lanham, MD:
Rowman & Littlefield.

See, for example:

Carnoy, M. (2017, February 28). School vouchers are not a proven strategy for improving student achieve-
ment. Washington, DC: Economic Policy Institute. Retrieved May 23, 2022, from https://www.epi.org/publi-
cation/school-vouchers-are-not-a-proven-strategy-for-improving-student-achievement/

Epple, D., Romano, R.E., & Urquiola, M. (2017). School vouchers: A survey of the economics literature. Jour-
nal of Economic Literature, 55(2), 441-492. Retrieved May 23, 2022, from https://www.aeaweb.org/arti-
cles?id=10.1257/jel.20150679

Jabbar, H., Fong, C.J., Germain, E., Li, D., Sanchez, J., Sun, W.L., & Devall, M. (2022). The competitive effects
of school choice on student achievement: A systematic review. Educational Policy, 36(2), 247-281. Retrieved
May 23, 2022, from https://doi.org/10.1177/0895904819874756

Zimmer, R. & Bettinger, E.P. (2014). Getting beyond the rhetoric: Surveying the evidence of vouchers and tax
credits. In H. Ladd & E. Fiske (Eds.), Handbook of research in education finance and policy. 2™ ed. New York,
NY: Routledge.

In recent years, several scholars have reviewed the literature reporting the impact of school voucher programs
on student achievement and other outcomes of interest for policymakers, such as school segregation. See, for

http://nepc.colorado.edu/thinktank/opportunity-scholarships 10 of 15



https://www.epi.org/publication/school-vouchers-are-not-a-proven-strategy-for-improving-student-achievement/
https://www.epi.org/publication/school-vouchers-are-not-a-proven-strategy-for-improving-student-achievement/
https://www.aeaweb.org/articles?id=10.1257/jel.20150679
https://www.aeaweb.org/articles?id=10.1257/jel.20150679
https://doi.org/10.1177/0895904819874756
https://www.mackinac.org/archives/2022/s2022-05.pdf
https://www.mackinac.org/archives/2022/s2022-05.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1177/0895904806296935
https://doi.org/10.1177/0895904806296935
https://www.epi.org/publication/school-vouchers-are-not-a-proven-strategy-for-improving-student-achievement/
https://www.epi.org/publication/school-vouchers-are-not-a-proven-strategy-for-improving-student-achievement/
https://www.aeaweb.org/articles?id=10.1257/jel.20150679
https://www.aeaweb.org/articles?id=10.1257/jel.20150679
https://doi.org/10.1177/0895904819874756

example:

Carnoy, M. (2017, February 28). School vouchers are not a proven strategy for improving student achieve-
ment. Washington, DC: Economic Policy Institute. Retrieved May 23, 2022, from https://www.epi.org/publi-
cation/school-vouchers-are-not-a-proven-strategy-for-improving-student-achievement/

Epple, D., Romano, R.E., & Urquiola, M. (2017). School vouchers: A survey of the economics literature. Jour-
nal of Economic Literature, 55(2), 441-492. Retrieved May 23, 2022, from https://www.aeaweb.org/arti-
cles?id=10.1257/jel.20150679

Jabbar, H., Fong, C.J., Germain, E., Li, D., Sanchez, J., Sun, W.L., & Devall, M. (2022). The competitive effects
of school choice on student achievement: A systematic review. Educational Policy, 36(2), 247-281. Retrieved
May 23, 2022, from https://doi.org/10.1177/0895904819874756

Zimmer, R. & Bettinger, E.P. (2014). Getting beyond the rhetoric: Surveying the evidence of vouchers and tax
credits. In H. Ladd & E. Fiske (Eds.), Handbook of research in education finance and policy. 2" ed. New York,
NY: Routledge.

DeGrow, B. & Lueken, M. (2022). Michigan student opportunity scholarships: Overview and fiscal analy-
sis (pp. 19-20). Midland, MI: Manhattan Center. Retrieved May 19, 2022, from https://www.mackinac.org/
archives/2022/s2022-05.pdf

Several studies have examined the fiscal impacts of vouchers and, more broadly, school choice. Most of this lit-
erature has focused on the fiscal impact of students leaving traditional public schools to attend charter schools.
For examples, see:

Arsen, D. & DeLuca, T. (2016). Which districts get into financial trouble and why: Michigan’s story. Journal of
Education Finance, 42(2), 100-126. Retrieved May 23, 2022, from https://www.muse.jhu.edu/article/649723

Baker, B.D. (2016, November 30). Exploring the consequences of charter school expansion in U.S. cit-
ies. Washington, DC: Economic Policy Institute. Retrieved on May 23, 2022, from https://www.epi.org/publi-
cation/exploring-the-consequences-of-charter-school-expansion-in-u-s-cities/

Bifulco, R. & Reback, R. (2014). Fiscal impacts of charter schools: Lessons from New York. Education Finance
and Policy, 9(1), 86-107. Retrieved May 23, 2022, from https://doi.org/10.1162/EDFP_a_00121

Bruno, P. (2019). Charter competition and district finances: Evidence from California. Journal of Education
Finance, 44(4), 361-384. Retrieved May 23, 2022, from https://muse.jhu.edu/article/738160

Bruno, P. (2022). What we know about the impacts of charter schools on district school finances (115-145). In
C. Kiracofe, M. Hirth, T. Hutton (Eds.), Charter school funding considerations. Information Age Publishing
Inc.

Kaplan, L.S. & Owings, W.A. (2018). Funding school choice: Implications for American education. Journal of
Education Finance, 199-217. Retrieved May 23, 2022, from https://muse.jhu.edu/article/721606

Ladd, H.F. & Singleton, J.D. (2020). The fiscal externalities of charter schools: Evidence from North Caroli-
na. Education Finance and Policy, 15(1), 191-208. Retrieved May 23, 2022, from https://doi.org/10.1162/edf-
p_a_00272

Lafer, G. (2018, May). Breaking point: The cost of charter schools for public school districts. In the Public
Interest. Retrieved on May 23, 2022, from https://www.inthepublicinterest.org/wp-content/uploads/ITPI_
Breaking_Point_May2018FINAL.pdf

DeGrow, B. & Lueken, M. (2022). Michigan student opportunity scholarships: Overview and fiscal anal-
ysis (p. 1). Midland, MI: Manhattan Center. Retrieved May 19, 2022, from https://www.mackinac.org/ar-
chives/2022/s2022-05.pdf

http://nepc.colorado.edu/thinktank/opportunity-scholarships



https://www.epi.org/publication/school-vouchers-are-not-a-proven-strategy-for-improving-student-achievement/
https://www.epi.org/publication/school-vouchers-are-not-a-proven-strategy-for-improving-student-achievement/
https://www.aeaweb.org/articles?id=10.1257/jel.20150679
https://www.aeaweb.org/articles?id=10.1257/jel.20150679
https://doi.org/10.1177/0895904819874756
https://www.mackinac.org/archives/2022/s2022-05.pdf
https://www.mackinac.org/archives/2022/s2022-05.pdf
https://www.muse.jhu.edu/article/649723
https://www.epi.org/publication/exploring-the-consequences-of-charter-school-expansion-in-u-s-cities/
https://www.epi.org/publication/exploring-the-consequences-of-charter-school-expansion-in-u-s-cities/
https://doi.org/10.1162/EDFP_a_00121
https://muse.jhu.edu/article/738160
https://muse.jhu.edu/article/721606
https://doi.org/10.1162/edfp_a_00272
https://doi.org/10.1162/edfp_a_00272
https://www.inthepublicinterest.org/wp-content/uploads/ITPI_Breaking_Point_May2018FINAL.pdf
https://www.inthepublicinterest.org/wp-content/uploads/ITPI_Breaking_Point_May2018FINAL.pdf
https://www.mackinac.org/archives/2022/s2022-05.pdf
https://www.mackinac.org/archives/2022/s2022-05.pdf

Catt, A.D., DiPerna, P., Lueken, M.F., McShane, M.Q., & Shaw, M. (2019). The 123s of school choice: What the
research says about private school choice. Indianapolis, IN: EdChoice. Retrieved May 23, 2022, from https://
www.edchoice.org/research/the-123s-of-school-choice/

For more specific critiques of The 123s of School Choice, see:

Brewer, T.J. (2019). Review of “The 123s of school choice: What the research says about private school
choice: 2019 edition.” Boulder, CO: National Education Policy Center. Retrieved May 23, 2022, from http://
nepc.colorado.edu/thinktank/school-choice

The report relies on three sources to inform its approach to estimating the fiscal impact of neovouchers:

Catt, A.D., Shaw, M., Kristof, J., & Wilger, T (2021, January). Iowa K-12 & school choice survey. EdChoice &
Iowa Alliance for Choice in Education. Retrieved May 23, 2022, from https://perma.cc/R2UF-XQ63

Lueken, M.F. (2021, November 11). Fiscal effects of school choice: Analyzing the costs and savings of private
school choice programs in America. Indianapolis, IN: EdChoice. Retrieved November 8, 2021, from https://
www.edchoice.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/The-Fiscal-Effects-of-School-Choice-WEB-reduced.pdf

Scafidi, B. (2012, March). The fiscal effects of school choice programs on public school districts. Indianapolis,
IN: Friedman Foundation for Educational Choice. Retrieved June 12, 2022, from https://www.edchoice.org/
wp-content/uploads/2015/07/The-Fiscal-Effects-of-School-Choice-Programs.pdf

For example, see:

Huerta, L.A. & Koutsavlis, S. (2022). NEPC review: Fiscal effects of school choice: Analyzing the costs and
savings of private school choice programs in America. Boulder, CO: National Education Policy Center. Re-
trieved May 23, 2022, from https://nepc.colorado.edu/thinktank/fiscal-effects

The Michigan Student Opportunity Scholarship (MSOS) program has a financial cap of $500 million. How-
ever, the program is designed to allow for 10% of total funds to be allocated for program operating costs ($50
million). Therefore, the total amount available to students is $450 million ($500 million-$50 million).

Scafidi, B. (2012, March). The fiscal effects of school choice programs on public school districts. Indianapolis,
IN: Friedman Foundation for Educational Choice. Retrieved June 12, 2022, from https://www.edchoice.org/
wp-content/uploads/2015/07/The-Fiscal-Effects-of-School-Choice-Programs.pdf

Consider if the Michigan neovoucher program has a switcher rate of 100%, the state has not taken on the bur-
den of funding the private school education of students who would not have otherwise received public funding.
The only funded students would be those whom the state would have supported in a public school if they had
not used the neovoucher. If the switcher rate is 50% and 100,000 students participate in the state’s neovouch-
er program, however, Michigan taxpayers would be subsidizing private school for 50,000 students whose
families and parents would have sent their child to private school regardless. Using the report’s most conserva-
tive estimate of average ESA per student ($4,000 per scholarship), this would be an expense of roughly $200
million for Michigan taxpayers.

It is unclear why the report arrives at a switcher rate of 60% from survey results. In a footnote, it states that
“...on average, 40% of respondents indicate private school as their most preferred setting for their children
when asked, ‘If it were your decision and you could select any type of school, and financial costs and transpor-
tation were of no concern, what type of school would you select in order to obtain the best education for your
child?”” The report argues that because 40% of parents indicate their first choice is private schools, this group
of respondents represents nonswitchers (families who would send their child to a private school with or with-
out access to a voucher). It follows using the report’s logic that the remaining 60% of parents are switchers,
or those who would choose private school if a voucher or neovoucher were available. It is important to note
that the question implies an ideal scenario with no barriers to a family’s preferred school choice. A different
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interpretation of the results would be that only 40% of all respondents would prefer a private school, implying
the switcher/nonswitcher estimate would have to come from that subset of respondents. For example, if 100
families are surveyed, then 40 would prefer to send their children to a private school. The other 60 would pre-
fer some alternative such as a traditional public school or charter school. Researchers conducting the survey
would need to ascertain of the 40 families who responded that their first choice is a private school as to how
many would send their student to a private school regardless of whether a voucher were available or not.

Catt, A.D., Shaw, M., Kristof, J., & Wilger, T (2021, January). Iowa K-12 & school choice survey. EdChoice &
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school choice programs in America. Indianapolis, IN: EdChoice. Retrieved November 8, 2021, from https://
www.edchoice.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/The-Fiscal-Effects-of-School-Choice-WEB-reduced.pdf

Costrell, R.M. (2008). The fiscal impact of the Milwaukee Parental Choice Program in Milwaukee and Wis-
consin, 1993-2008 (SCDP Milwaukee Evaluation Report 2). University of Arkansas, Department for Educa-
tion Reform. Retrieved May 23, 2023, from https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED518596.pdf

For an earlier review of this approach to estimating switcher rates, see:

Huerta, L.A. & Koutsavlis, S. (2022). NEPC review: Fiscal effects of school choice: Analyzing the costs and
savings of private school choice programs in America. Boulder, CO: National Education Policy Center. Re-
trieved May 23, 2022, from https://nepc.colorado.edu/thinktank/fiscal-effects

Huertas and Koutsavlis criticize Costrell’s (2008) approach to estimating switcher rates by leveraging a criti-
cism similar to the criticism I leverage about the use of EdChoice survey results in endnote 11. In essence, par-
ents who select into a lottery are part of a subset of parents who prefer private school. Therefore, an estimate
of switchers and nonswitchers that relies on this population should not be generalized to a larger population.

These shortcomings can be understood further by considering the validity framework offered by Shadish,
Cook, and Campbell (2002). The authors note that the quality of an inference drawn from a quantitative
estimate, such as an estimate of a switcher rate, should be tested against four types of validity: statistical
validity, internal validity, construct validity, and external validity. Statistical validity refers to the measure-
ment of a variable (e.g., switcher rate); internal validity considers whether or not an estimate is influenced by
confounding factors, in this case, that a family’s choice about whether or not to switch is influenced only by
the availability of a neovoucher; construct validity focuses on if what is being measured reflects the concept

of interest (i.e., a switcher rate); and external validity refers to whether an estimate can be generalized from
the setting being studied to a larger public. Even if Lueken’s (2021) claim that estimates of rates were statis-
tically and internally valid (which is already a big leap to make) is correct, questions about the construct and
external validity of the estimates make them useless for the purpose of estimating the appropriate switcher
rate for a fiscal impact study. Questions about the construct validity of the estimates are raised by the fact that
estimates come from a pool of losers from voucher lotteries. The authors argue the percentage of lottery losers
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who still attend a private school is evidence of nonswitchers (those students who would attend private school
with or without a voucher). Following Lueken (2021) and Costrell’s (2008) logic, those students who decide
not to attend private school after being denied a voucher are evidence of switchers, students who would leave
public schools if offered a voucher. The reality, however, is that the choice of a family to send their child to
private school after being denied a voucher is not the same as the choice a family makes about where to send
their child when given the opportunity of a voucher. In addition, the report does not consider the possibility
that the program might initially or eventually have a switcher rate of, for example, 20% or 40%. Perhaps most
importantly, it is not clear how even if one accepts the assumption that students attending private school
would (with the subsidy) be 40% of the population, how does this get one to a 60% switcher rate? Putting aside
the inappropriateness of the switcher rate estimates used in the report, a second problem emerges when one
considers whether an approach relying on lottery studies is generalizable to a larger public of students eligible
to participate. Students and families making up the sample of lottery studies typically have unique character-
istics, both in their demand for vouchers and their demographics characteristics (e.g., educational needs and
student educational history). Families participating in lotteries are already more likely to want their student to
attend a private school than the average student, and whether public school was ever considered (or attended)
by a student is unclear. So not only do Lueken’s (2021) estimated switcher rates face questions around their
construct validity, it is unclear why the estimates are appropriate to use for a subset of students who qualify for
a statewide neovoucher program.
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In fact, districts in the United States report “cross-subsidizing” special education with general funds because
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provided by the federal or state government are inadequate to cover all costs incurred by providing for the
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educational needs of students with disabilities.
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