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S
chool vouchers are any form of public payment to 

help parents send their children to private schools, 

including religious schools. They may take the 

form of direct payments to par-

ents, tax credits, or “scholarships” 

from organizations designated 

as benefi ciaries for tax credit 

contributions. Voucher sup-

porters prefer these alternative 

terms because they know that the very word “voucher” 

costs them public support. So they are careful to use 

terms with marketing appeal such as “opportunity 

scholarships” and “parental choice.”

Voucher proposals may diff er in eligibility, funding lev-

els, and regulation, but ultimately each paves the way 

to a two-tiered school system funded by public tax dol-

lars but lacking public oversight.

NEA opposes vouchers and tuition tax 
credits 

A great public school is the basic right of every child. It is at 

the heart of our nation’s promise of democracy and equal-

ity for all. Vouchers do nothing to insure that all children 

are granted this most fundamental right. Not only do they 

divert public tax dollars to private schools that are not held 

accountable to the public, but they also do nothing to 

improve the education of the few children who receive a 

voucher. And they also do nothing for the majority of stu-

dents who remain in public schools that are harmed by the 

budget cuts required to fund the vouchers.   

The National Education Association has consistently 

and unequivocally opposed voucher plans, tuition tax 

credits, and other such funding arrangements that 

pay for students to attend private schools in order 

to obtain educational services that are available to 

them in public schools to which they have reasonable 

access. 1  The Association further opposes any priva-

tization arrangement that would weaken the wall of 

separation between church and state, support segre-

gation, or otherwise undermine public education. 2

What does the research say about 

vouchers?

The most credible scientifi c research has indicated no 

diff erences in the academic achievement of voucher 

students compared to public school students, despite the 

fact that private schools get to choose which students will 

attend their schools. 3  Pro-voucher research 4   has been 

discredited as methodologically fl awed. 5 

Furthermore, vouchers do not improve public schools 

by creating competition.6 Public and private schools 

operate on very diff erent playing fi elds so true compe-

tition between the two is impossible. 

Why are vouchers bad public policy?

Vouchers are the wrong choice for public school 

reform. Our neighborhood public schools need 

programs that will improve the conditions of teaching 

and learning for all our children, not off er false hope to a 
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Vouchers: What Is at Stake?

Public education is the foundation of our democracy.  NEA is committed to the concept that great public 

schools are the civil right of every child.  Vouchers will never provide every child with access to a great 

school.  They do not improve the achievement of students who take them, and they do nothing to improve 

public schools.  Instead, vouchers leave most children behind, especially those with special needs, and they 

create a need for additional bureaucracy to administer and monitor such programs. NEA supports real 

school improvement within the existing public school system that will address the individual needs of ALL 

children. The future of this great nation depends on it.

        —NEA President Dennis Van Roekel
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few. Not every child gets a voucher; not every child who 

gets a voucher will be admitted to the private school 

of their choice; and private schools are not necessarily 

better than public schools.  

Vouchers leave children behind. Voucher propo-

nents like to use the word “choice” because they 

know it has great appeal, but when using a voucher, 

a parent’s choice begins—and ends—with choosing 

the schools to which their children will apply. Private 

schools are not required to participate in voucher 

programs, and those that do participate may limit 

their enrollment. Some voucher programs even allow 

schools to maintain exclusive admissions policies and 

discriminate on the basis of religion, gender, English 

profi ciency, and special needs. Most private schools 

do not provide programs for special needs students, 

and in many areas of the country, there are no private 

schools at all.   

Programs that allow private schools to charge tuition 

and fees in excess of the sum provided by the voucher 

further limit parents’ “choices.” Finally, private schools 

are not required to keep voucher students who do 

not meet their standards, and they are not required to 

provide students with due process before asking them 

to leave.  

Vouchers do not improve student achievement.  

Given the limited resources available for education 

reform, only proven programs should be funded. 

There is no scientifi cally valid research indicating 

that vouchers improve the academic achievement 

of students who receive them. Voucher supporters 

like to claim that vouchers will force public schools 

to compete for students, thereby forcing them to 

improve, but there is no valid scientifi c evidence 

to support this claim either.  Indeed, competition 

would require a level playing fi eld, and private and/or 

religious schools play by entirely diff erent sets of rules 

than public schools. Unlike public schools, private 

schools can—and do:

Limit their enrollments and class sizes;• 

 Discriminate in their admissions on the basis of • 

race, gender, religion, family background, aca-

demic achievement, test scores, disciplinary his-

tory, athletic ability, and special needs;

 Expel students at any time and without due process;• 

 Refuse to administer state tests and report on the • 

results;

Refuse admission to special needs students;• 

 Refuse to comply with open meeting and open • 

records laws and refuse to share information on how 

they are spending public money and how their stu-

dents are doing;

 Refuse to require that their teachers are certifi ed or • 

qualifi ed.

In fact, when test scores are weighted to refl ect 

socioeconomic level, race, and disability, public school 

students have actually been found to outperform 

private school students.7 

At a time when public schools are being held to ever 

higher standards of accountability, it is unconscionable 

and indefensible to provide public funds to private 

schools that are not required to meet any of those 

same standards.

Voucher programs lack accountability.  Americans 

take for granted that any program funded with 

taxpayer dollars will be accountable to the public. 

Private schools that accept vouchers, however, are 

not held to the same standards as public schools. 

They are not required to hire certifi ed teachers, adopt 

state curriculum standards, administer state tests, or 

publicly report student achievement. Nor are they 

required to comply with open meetings and records 

laws. As a result, most voucher programs have not only 

failed to improve student achievement but also report 

problems with fraud, waste, and abuse.

Vouchers are expensive.  Vouchers aren’t good 

economics either. They essentially force taxpayers 

to support two school systems—one public, the 

other private. Voucher supporters like to claim 

that vouchers will save school districts money by 
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reducing the number of students they enroll. But 

that’s not the case in Milwaukee, where taxpayers 

must come up with an additional $1,000 per voucher 

student over and above what they spend on each 

public school student. Voucher supporters also 

don’t mention the fact that fi xed costs—things 

such as salaries and benefi ts for staff , maintenance, 

utilities, and supplies—are not reduced when a few 

students spread across diff erent grade levels leave 

a public school for a voucher school. Instead, those 

students take their entire per pupil expenditure with 

them, leaving the school to fund its programs and 

staff  with fewer public dollars. Finally, as voucher 

programs become entrenched, they tend to enroll a 

higher proportion of students who would have gone 

to private school anyway, and who thus represent 

an entirely new cost to the education system. In 

Cleveland, two-thirds of voucher users attended 

private school the year before they received the 

voucher, 8 while in Washington, D.C., 200 of the 1,300 

vouchers issued the fi rst year of that city’s program 

went to students already attending private school.

Public education is under attack

Public education is a cornerstone of democracy. Our 

public schools are where the American dream takes 

root, where children acquire the knowledge, skills, 

and habits that allow them to achieve their goals and 

become participating citizens in our society. While 

voucher proponents claim vouchers will allow poor 

children to escape failing schools and motivate public 

schools to improve, the reality is that vouchers are 

designed to destroy public schools and end education 

as a public institution committed to serving all of the 

nation’s children. 

To the extent that public schools fall short of 

that goal—and they do in too many of America’s 

disadvantaged communities—we should be doing 

everything in our power as a nation to provide those 

schools and their communities with the support, 

resources, and educational leadership they need to 

off er students a quality public education. Vouchers 

aren’t a strategy for improving the public schools; 

they are a strategy of abandonment that would leave 

America’s children behind. The battle over vouchers 

diverts time, energy, and resources from real school 

improvement.
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