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Summary

Advocates for increased privatization of public schools have long contended that private
schools could provide equal or better outcomes at lesser costs. To bolster that argument, this
EdChoice report asserts that voucher and voucher-like (tax credit scholarship and education
savings account) programs have saved state and local treasuries some $12.4 to $28.3 billion
dollars as student “switchers” use those programs to leave public schools and enter private
schools. The report claims that savings result from the lower numbers of students in public
schools coupled with lower variable per-student costs. However, its cost-saving estimates of
private school choice programs are based on unfounded assumptions. In particular, the re-
port uses speculative methods for estimating the number of switchers across programs and
for determining resulting variable cost fluctuations. With some limited exceptions, states
operating these private-school subsidy programs do not track data on previous enrollment
status of students who leave public schools for private schools. Such lax accountability stan-
dards mean that the number of switchers and estimated fiscal savings are based on conjec-
ture. Consequently, the report’s findings do not provide a sound base for policy decisions.
Included in this review are suggestions for more detailed accounting procedures and more
nuanced methodologies for calculating reliable variable student costs.
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I. Introduction

Over the past 30 years, private school voucher programs—including vouchers, tax credit
scholarships, and education savings accounts (ESAs)—have steadily expanded; in 2021, they
served nearly 608,000 students.! Voucher programs began in 1990 with the Milwaukee Pa-
rental Choice Program, which provides a publicly subsidized voucher allowing students to
attend private schools, as do most subsequent programs. In 2021, 29 voucher programs in
16 states, Puerto Rico and Washington, D.C., served approximately 248,825 students.? Be-
ginning with the Arizona Original Individual Tax Credit Scholarship Program in 1997, tax
credit scholarship programs (TCSPs) that use a Scholarship Tuition Organization mechanism
(STO) to distribute benefits have also grown. STOs, often labeled “neovouchers,” accomplish
the main goals of vouchers but are designed to provide political and legal advantages.3 4
In TCSP programs, individuals or corporations contribute to nonprofit STO organizations
and receive nonrefundable tax credits in return; the STOs then distribute contributions as
scholarships to eligible families. In 2021, approximately 329,393 students benefited from
26 STO programs in 20 states.? The most recent private school choice programs to evolve
are education savings accounts (ESAs). These are similar to vouchers, but instead the public
subsidy is typically allocated via a debit card parents can use for a wide range of services, in-
cluding private school tuition, tutoring, music lessons, transportation, homeschooling, and
other expenses. Unlike voucher and tax credit scholarship programs that commonly include
some means-testing criteria to determine eligibility, ESAs advance near-universal student
eligibility. In 2021, six state ESA programs served approximately 29,475 students.®

Such steady growth has been fueled by advocates’ claims that privatization can yield sub-
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stantive cost reductions. Providing apparent support for this argument, the EdChoice report
Fiscal Effects of School Choice: Analyzing the Costs and Savings of Private School Choice
Programs in America, authored by Martin Leuken,” claims that state and local governments
have reaped billions of dollars in savings from reduced numbers of students in public schools
and so also from reduced variable costs.® This review examines the report’s methodology to
determine the soundness of its claims about savings and points to additional considerations
for policymakers.

II. Findings and Conclusions of the Report

The report estimates the net fiscal effects of various private school choice programs through
FY 2018. It includes both short-run and long-run variable cost estimates as well as lower
and upper bounds of their fiscal effects. The report contends that the programs cumulatively
saved state and local governments between $12.4 billion and $28.3 billion through FY 2018;
it further posits that since 36 of the 40 programs analyzed have operated for at least five
years, cumulative fiscal effect is closer to the higher estimate. At the student level, the report
estimates programs have saved between $3,300 and $7,500 per student participant.

The report also notes that fiscal dynamics vary widely from program to program and state to
state, and so it provides estimates of the percentage of students in each program who would
have to leave public schools for private schools to attain cost neutrality—described as the
“breakeven switcher rate.” The report finds that short-run breakeven switcher rates range
from 13% to 91% and that long-run breakeven switcher rates range from 7% to 77%.°

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

To determine the cost impact of private school choice programs, the report estimates the per-
centage of students who transferred from public to private schools after receiving a voucher
or scholarship. The cost offset generated by switchers provides the base for calculations es-
timating fiscal effect. Private school choice programs yield financial savings only when the
cost of subsidies to families (and corporations in tax credit scholarship programs) is offset
by corresponding reductions in school expenditures for students leaving public schools. In
contrast, if subsidies were used only by students who would have attended private schools
without them, then the programs would increase net cost. Although the report explains that
data on switchers, with few exceptions, is not tracked by state governments,° it claims tax
savings can nevertheless be calculated by estimating a break-even switcher rate.

The calculation of switcher rates varies across the report’s 40 case study programs, from as
low as 57% in the Cleveland Scholarship Program in Ohio to 100% for the John M. McKay
Scholarships for Students with Disabilities in Florida (and several other programs). The
rationale for the methodology calculating net fiscal effect draws explicitly from previous
reports sponsored by EdChoice."
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IV. The Report’s Use of Research Literature

Research literature in the report is limited and its validity questionable. For example, sim-
ilar reports, most from authors linked to EdChoice and from other advocacy organizations,
are used to justify the methods and findings, an insular approach that does not inspire con-
fidence in claims made.

In addition, the report cites research on switcher rates of voucher programs in support of
its calculations, even though the programs do not calculate these student-level data.> The
report also overlooks important research that has provided valid counter-narratives to the
methodological shortcomings repeatedly identified in the EdChoice series of reports. For ex-
ample, research in Georgia surveyed all operating STOs'3 and none could provide the name
of one public school that a scholarship recipient had attended.* These data call into ques-
tion the hypothetical switcher rates for the Georgia Qualified Education Expense Tax Credit
Program (estimated at 96.8% in this current report) and further challenge the validity of the
report’s methodology and findings.*

V. Review of the Report’s Methods

The method for calculating net fiscal effect of the 40 programs surveyed is grounded in a
straightforward formula, where the “cost reduction from switchers” minus the “cost of the
choice program” equals the “net fiscal effect.”®* However, as explained in detail below, the
assumptions in the formula are complicated by methods that estimate the sub-variable of
“cost reduction from switchers.” These involve wide speculation about the number of poten-
tial switchers as well as a non-transparent method to calculate variable costs that effectively
decrease the break-even switcher rate and thus increase the estimated potential for savings.

Specifically, the report relies primarily on switcher rate assumptions advanced by Costrell
(2008), who calculated the fiscal impact of the Milwaukee Parental Choice Program based
on a switcher rate of 90%. This rate was extrapolated from a review of only two voucher ran-
dom assignment studies including only four programs in order to evaluate effects on student
achievement. Costrell explains that:

The studies give the percent attending private schools among those who lose the
lottery, for comparison with those who win. The research literature here is thin,
but indicates a possible rate of 10-15% who would still attend private schools
without the voucher after one year, dropping to under 5% by year three. A mid-
range estimate from this literature, 10%, is the main one used in this report.”

Costrell’s assumptions are flawed at many levels. For example, families who enter a school
choice lottery might be a reliable sample of families who self-select to participate in school
choice options in general, which might include private schools, charter schools, magnet
schools, or even moving residence to attend a desired public or private school. However, the
same self-selected families are not a reliable sample from which to predict precise switcher
rates for private school choice programs, based simply on a ratio of losers and winners in
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school choice lotteries, as families may make other choices that are not recorded.’® Most
importantly, calculating a switcher rate based on Costrell’s assumptions does not account
for the many other conditions of eligibility for a voucher or scholarship that may not require
prior public school enrollment, including: enrollment in K or first grade; students who are
dependents of an active-duty member of military; students in foster care; and/or, adopted
students.’ For example, as of 2021, 15 of the 29 voucher programs that were operating list
prior public school attendance as a condition of eligibility, 11 list the requirement as one of
several that can be met, and only four require it unconditionally.2°

As a point of reference, the Florida Tax Credit Scholarship Program (FTSCP), like the McK-
ay program, extends eligibility criteria for students entering kindergarten and first grade,
without prior public school enrollment.?! The Florida Department of Education reported
that kindergarten and first grade students comprised 30.4% of participating students in the
FTSCP. Yet, the current report claims that an average of 89% students participating in the
FTSCP are public school switchers, which results in a gross over-estimate of savings.2?

In addition, assumptions about switcher rates in the 2021 report being analyzed here differ
significantly from those the same author employed in a 2016 report.2? Although both reports
included analysis of nearly the same sample of tax credit scholarship programs, the 2021
report projects far higher switcher rates—and far greater savings. The difference lies in 2021
report’s reliance on Costrell’s 2008 assumption of a switcher rate of 90% as a feasible esti-
mate.?+ 25 The recent report adjusts that rate to 85%, lowering the estimate by 5% “to account
for the possibility that some students would have enrolled in non-public schools without the
program in place . . .”2° In contrast, the 2016 report assumed switcher rates of 66.8%.2” The
difference in calculated total net savings using the highly inflated switcher rate is remark-
able.?® The 2016 report calculated total net savings at $2,891,078 (for year 2014), compared
to 2021 calculated savings of $41,930,119 for the short run and $115,099,729 for the long run
(for year 2014). Even the short-run calculations reflect a whopping 1,350% increase in sup-
posed net savings, while long-run calculations are an astonishing 3,881% higher. These
types of inconsistencies linked to changes in switcher rate assumptions appear throughout
this report, making the new analysis suspect.?®

Further, the calculation of the break-even switcher rate is dependent on the calculation of
variable costs, defined as “costs that are directly associated with a given student that would
not be spent if that student were not enrolled.” The report again relies on assumptions used
in the methodology of previous EdChoice reports3° that attempt to calculate the net fiscal
impact of school choice programs. Variable costs (for example, textbooks, supplies, salaries,
and benefits) as calculated in this report are significantly less than total per-pupil student
expenditures. For example, fixed costs like capital expenditures, administration, operations
and maintenance, and transportation are not included in calculations.3

It is important to recognize that the report does attempt to address the fact that, unlike
variable costs calculated on a per-pupil basis, efficiencies of scale are most often associated
with fixed costs. These can be dramatically and negatively affected when student enrollment
decreases. However, the report does not provide sufficient information to decipher which
variable costs categories are associated with individual students, and how diverse student
characteristics may influence variable costs. Instead, the report relies on three aggregated
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variables (instruction expenditures, instruction support service expenditures, and student
support services expenditures) making it impossible to accurately calculate net fiscal effect
based on which students are actually switchers. 3

VI. Review of the Validity of the Findings and Conclusions

Calculating switcher rates requires complete student-level information, which explicitly
tracks whether a student exited a public school as a result of being offered a scholarship, or
whether the student would have enrolled in a private school in any event. Relying on private
school enrollment fluctuations of students not selected in school choice lotteries as a meth-
od for calculating switcher rates3 is haphazard and assumes a causal link between private
school choice programs and changes in private school enrollment. Instead, switchers must
be tracked individually.34

Furthermore, calculating variable costs requires full and more fine-grain data, including
variability of per-pupil expenditures across districts as well as funding linked to individual
students based on services they receive, such as support for students with special needs or
for English language learners. Most importantly, the report does not provide a transparent
explanation of how variable costs are calculated for each state (that is, which specific costs
were included), making it impossible to replicate the calculations or compare costs. Coupled
with the inaccurate estimation of switchers, the calculated net fiscal savings for each pro-
gram are thus highly untrustworthy.

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

Consistent with our reviews of two earlier reports from EdChoice,35 we again conclude that
the cost-saving estimates of private school choice programs are based on unfounded as-
sumptions and are unsound guides for policy or practice.

Policymakers must not be seduced by claims that private school choice programs are more
cost efficient, and they should include in their deliberations other important issues raised by
publicly funded market-based school reform policies not accounted for in this report. Such
issues include tuition elasticity over time, supply side behavior of private schools, account-
ability and cost effectiveness, and democratic education goals.3® For example, even if sound
research indicated that private school choice programs might save taxpayers money, cost
effectiveness must be weighed against the need for wider public accountability measures
for private schools. More recent research examining student achievement effects of voucher
programs in Ohio,% Indiana,?® Washington D.C.,3* and Louisiana#® has revealed consistent,
and in some cases large, negative effects on students’ learning. For example, a statewide
study of the Louisiana Scholarship Program (LSP) reported negative impacts for partic-
ipating students, “consistent across income groups, geographic areas, and private school
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characteristics.”#! As Belfield notes in his review of a report that measures net fiscal effects
of the LSP, “maintaining a program because it saves money loses considerable force if the
program is not effective.”+?

When weighing the implementation of private school choice programs, policymakers must
look beyond measures of cost efficiency and seek more balanced and empirically robust
assessments, allowing them to make fully informed decisions as they design effective and
equitable school reform policies.
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