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EDITOR’S NOTE
This Spotlight explores the dynamic and evolving world of 
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EducationWeek: 1 SPOTLIGHT, 

'' 
You'll see campaigns that 
encourage kids to leave 
public schools and use this 
to attend private schools." 
CHRIS LUBIENSKI 

Professor of education policy 
Indiana University 

The major new investment would 
be on par with many federal 
programs for K-12 education 

For fiscal year 2024, Congress allocated 
slightly more than $18 billion for Title I fund­
ing to support low-income students in public 
schools; $13 billion for special education; and 
$12 billion for Head Start providers of early 
childhood education. 

The annual private school choice invest­
ment would fall short of those flagship educa­
tion programs. But it would dramatically out­
pace federal funding for other K-12 priorities. 

The annual private school choice invest­
ment would amount to more than five times 
the annual allocation for Title III funds to sup­
port the nation's 5 million K-12 English learn­
ers; more than 10 times the annual funding for 
federal charter school grants; and 39 times the 
annual investment in McKinney-Vento grants 
to support the nation's 1.4 million homeless 
public school students. 

A $5 billion investment in private school 
choice would be roughly equivalent to the 
federal investment in the public K-12 schools 
of Illinois in the 2022-23 school year, the most 
recent one for which federal data are available. 
Only four states-California, Florida, New 
York, and Texas-got more than $5 billion 
apiece from the federal government for K-12 
public schools that year. 

The legislation as written leaves room for 
the program's funding to grow. If at least 90 
percent of the available credits are claimed 

in a given year, funding for the following year 
would be equivalent to 105 percent of that 
year's total allocated amount. 

After 2029, the limit on the amount of tax 
credits awarded each year would disappear en­
tirely, without further Congressional action. 

It's not clear how states would 
react to the new program 

In the last half-decade, a slew ofRepublican­
led states have ramped up their investment in 
various forms of private school vouchers, in­
cluding education savings accounts, direct tax 
credits, and tax-credit scholarships like the one 
Congress is currently considering. 

Thirty states and the District of Columbia 
have at least one private school choice pro­
gram, according to Education Week's private 
school choice tracker. Of those, 17 states have 
at least one private school choice program for 
which every K-12 student in the state is eligible 
or will be in the coming years. 

When Republicans won control of the pres­
idency and Congress in November, some ob­
servers assumed states without private school 
choice already would struggle to make the 
case for it as federal action loomed. That didn't 
pan out-Idaho, Tennessee, Texas, and Wyo­
ming all approved major new investments in 
private school choice this year. 

Even so, private school choice hasn't been 
universally embraced, even in places where 
conservatives dominate politics. Lawmakers 
in Kansas, Mississippi, and South Dakota ul­
timately rejected private school choice invest­
ments they were considering this year. North 
Dakota's governor even vetoed a proposal ap­
proved by both houses of the legislature, say­
ing it didn't do enough to enhance choice in 
the public school sector. 

The emergence of a new federal offering 
could fuel efforts to rein in some state spend­
ing on private school choice, Cowen said. 
That's especially true in light of Congress' 
current push to cut federal Medicaid spending 
states rely on to cover one of the biggest line 
items in their operating budgets. 

"The longstanding tendency for states to 
over time increasingly rely on federal invest­
ments to shore up what they want to do po­
litically and then spend their own dollars on 
other stuff-there's no reason to believe 
vouchers wouldn't follow that exact same pat­
tern," Cowen said. 

States like Arizona, Florida, and Ohio 
have already seen private school choice 
costs outpace projections and approach or 
exceed $1 billion a year. Vouchers, ESAs, or 
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tax credits for the large share of participating 
students who were already attending private 
schools before taking advantage of state sub­
sidies for private education represent new ex­
penses for states. 

Federal offerings would help meet 
surging demand for funds from 
existing state programs 

Critics of private school choice have long 
argued that these programs amount to give­
aways for wealthy families who can already 
afford private school, which often costs sub­
stantially more than the subsidies states 
award to families. In some states, researchers 
have found that new private school choice of­
ferings lead private schools to bump up their 
tuition costs. 

The federal offering would help some fami­
lies taking advantage of state funds for private 
education by giving them thousands more dol­
lars to close the gap between the costs and the 
government subsidies. It would also add an 
option for families in states like Pennsylvania 
and Tennessee whose applications to partici­
pate in existing state programs were rejected. 

Most students currently benefiting from 
private school choice were already attending 
private school before getting state dollars to 
cover costs. It remains to be seen how much 
demand there would be for public school stu­
dents to take advantage of federal voucher 
support in states that don't currently have any 
such offerings. But it's likely that current pri­
vate school families would find the prospect of 
federal relief appealing. 

"You'll see campaigns that encourage kids 
to leave public schools and use this to attend pri­
vate schools," said Chris Lubienski, a professor 
of education policy at Indiana University. 

Cowen predicts the 20 states that already 
have tax-credit scholarship programs of their 
own would see faster uptake for the feder­
al tax credits than states that may not have 
scholarship-granting organizations already in 
operation and ready to give out funds. 

Under the currently proposed legislation, 
no more than $500 million of the $5 billion 
in tax credits could go to residents of a single 
state. Taxpayers who receive a state tax credit 
for the same donation would have to deduct 
that amount from their federal tax credit. 

The current approach circumvents 
opposition on several fronts 

Because the private school choice proposal 
is part of a tax cut package rather than a budget 
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