POLICY BRIEF:

EDUCATION SAVINGS
ACCOUNTS
Education Savings Accounts (ESA) are the latest trend in
publicly subsidized private school education. Also known
as Education Scholarship Accounts, Personal Learning
Scholarship Accounts (PLSA), or an Individualized Education Account Program (IEAP), the common factor is that
these programs pay parents all or a large portion of the
money the state would otherwise have spent to educate
their children in exchange for an agreement to forego
their right to a public education.
Funds deposited into such accounts may be used for any
number of expenses, including private school tuition,
fees, and textbooks; tutoring and test prep; homeschooling curriculum and supplemental materials; special
instruction and therapeutic services; transportation; and
management fees. These programs also permit parents
to roll over unused funds for use in subsequent years and
to invest a portion of the funds into college savings plans.
Consistent with all voucher programs, they divert taxpayer
funds to subsidize private choices and undermine principles of equity and accountability, all while doing nothing
to improve the quality of education.

for Educational Choice. Bills have been introduced in dozens
of states, but as of 2015, only five states had enacted them.
In 2011, Arizona enacted the first ESA, which targeted
students with special needs. Since then, the program has
expanded to include students attending low-performing
schools, students in foster care, students living on American
Indian reservations, and students who previously received
a voucher. Prior enrollment in public school is not required
for students entering kindergarten, children of active duty
military, or children who lost a parent in the line of duty.
Although proponents claim that the program provides
parents needed flexibility to devise customized education plans, data indicate that most families apply nearly all
the funds spent on private school tuition, just as in a traditional voucher program. Furthermore, almost one-third of
funds disbursed go unspent.2

Florida’s PLSAs are available to state residents who are
eligible to enroll in preschool or K-12, and who have an Individualized Education Program (IEP) but are not already
enrolled in one of the state’s other voucher programs.
Funds may be used for tuition and fees at approved
The wave of the future?
Advocates for ESAs include the American Federation for Chil- schools or services, and to fund virtual education. Funds
dren, the American Legislative Exchange Council (which both may also be contributed to a prepaid college fund.
offer model legislation1), and the Friedman Foundation
Nevada’s legislature enacted the most expansive legislation thus far, authorizing participation by any student who
had attended public school, full- or part-time, for 100
days (regardless of family income, public school quality,
or other need). Litigation challenging the constitutionality
of the program enjoined its implementation.3
Mississippi and Tennessee also enacted ESAs limited to
students with special needs. Fewer than 300 students
participated in the Mississippi program during its first
year. Tennessee’s program is scheduled to begin in the
2016-17 school year.
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Vouchers, including ESAs, do nothing to improve the
education system. Indeed, they threaten irreparable
harm. Even the most thoughtfully designed programs

have failed to achieve meaningful positive effects on
student achievement.4 Furthermore, there is no evidence
that competition improves the performance of public
schools.5 Meanwhile, these programs divert scarce resources from public schools and offer taxpayers virtually
no oversight for how that money is spent, undermining
principles of accountability, equity, and democracy.
``
ESAs represent potentially devastating funding losses.
Each account created for a student represents a loss
of funds for schools in the district in which that student
resides (whether the student attended public school or
not). School districts cannot reduce their fixed costs (e.g.,
utilities, debt services, maintenance, and transportation)
at a rate that matches the funding losses. ESAs would,
therefore, inevitably lead to staff reductions and larger
class sizes, and the elimination of discretionary programs
such as music, art, and sports.6
``
ESAs are virtually free of oversight.
Although parents must commit to provide their children
an education in certain minimum subjects as a condition of
receiving funds, ESA programs impose no standards to ensure the quality of that education. Private schools and other providers are held to none of the curriculum, licensure,
or accreditation standards that public schools are required
to meet. The textbooks, curriculum, tutoring, or supplemental materials parents can purchase with taxpayer funds
are subject to no state oversight. Nor are ESA-funded
students required to participate in state assessments.
States also exercise little fiscal oversight over ESAs and
the vendors paid through these accounts. Few accounts
are audited, and the procedures for recovering misspent
funds are vague and potentially more costly.7 Since
vouchers were first introduced in 1990, we have become
too familiar with stories of voucher schools operating in
strip malls, run-down buildings lacking valid certificates
of occupancy, and even in public parks. ESAs offer no
assurance of greater accountability. If anything, they offer
less. Our students deserve better, as do the taxpayers
who fund these programs.
``
ESAs undermine principles of equity and democracy.
Research indicates that voucher programs increase social, economic, and racial stratification.8 ESAs promise to
reinforce that result by being of greater utility to affluent

families and to students who do not have disabilities,
limited English proficiency, or other disadvantages.
Data from both Nevada and Arizona confirm that these
programs appeal more to affluent families and also favor
those in urban and suburban settings over rural districts,
which frequently lack sufficient population to make
choice feasible.9 Accordingly, ESAs represent tax transfer
programs that divert the taxes paid by taxpayers in rural
districts to subsidize the private school education of children in urban districts.
Even where choices exist, it is the private schools that
exercise that choice. Private schools may reject applicants
based on academic record, language proficiency, disability, homelessness, gender or gender identity, sexual
orientation (of students and parents), and other criteria.
Despite legal prohibitions, many still also practice de
facto discrimination based on race.10
Even if accepted, private school students forfeit due process and other constitutional and statutory rights guaranteed in public schools. Students with special needs
forfeit their rights under the Individuals with Disabilities
Education Act (IDEA) when they accept a voucher. Private
schools may decline to provide services taken for granted
in public schools, such as compensatory programs for
disadvantaged students, bilingual education, free and
reduced price lunch, and counseling.
As Virginia Governor Terry McAuliffe noted in his message vetoing an Education Savings Account, “Our goal is
to support and improve public education… for all students, not to codify inequality.”11

America’s children deserve better.
Vouchers are not a strategy to improve student achievement, and the National Education Association has consistently and unequivocally opposed voucher plans, tuition
tax credits, and other funding arrangements that pay for
students to attend private schools. All of our students,
regardless of zip code, deserve the tools and resources
to help them learn. Rather than fund costly, wasteful and
ineffective experiments designed to favor the most advantaged at the expense of the least, policymakers should
instead invest in proven reform strategies and effective
programs, and provide our students and teachers sufficient funding so that all students have equal access to the
resources they need to succeed.
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