
OPPOSE SCHOOL VOUCHERS 
The Government Should Not Spend  Taxpayer  Money on Private Schools  

 

 

 
Open and non-discriminatory in their acceptance of all students, American public schools are a unifying factor 
among the diverse range of ethnic and religious communities in our society. Public schools are the only 
schools that must meet the needs of all students. They do not turn children or families away. They serve 
children with physical, emotional, and mental disabilities, those who are extremely gifted and those who are 
learning challenged. Vouchers undermine these goals by taking taxpayer money out of the public school 
system and funneling it to private schools. 
 
Vouchers Do Not Improve Academic Achievement 

According to multiple studies of the District of Columbia,1 Milwaukee,2 and Cleveland3 school voucher 
programs, students offered vouchers do not perform better in reading and math than students in public 
schools. In 2011, the Wisconsin Legislative Audit Bureau released a five-year longitudinal study,4 which 
concluded that students in Milwaukee using vouchers to attend private and religious schools perform no better 
on standardized tests than their counterparts in public schools. Similarly, the U.S. Department of Education 
studied the D.C. voucher program for five years and found the program produced no statistically significant 
improvements overall in educational achievement. Voucher programs also fail to offer participating students 
greater educational resources. In fact, the Department of Education studies of the D.C. voucher show that 
students participating in the program are actually less likely to have access to ESL programs, learning support 
and special needs programs, tutors, counselors, cafeterias, and nurse’s offices than students not in the 
program. 
 
Vouchers Do Not Improve Opportunities for Kids from Low Income Families  

Voucher payments often do not cover the entire cost of tuition or other mandatory fees for private schools. 
Thus, only families with the money to cover the cost of the rest of the tuition, uniforms, transportation, books, 
and other supplies can use the vouchers. In Cleveland, the majority of families who were granted a voucher 
but did not use it cited the additional costs as the reason they could not use the voucher. A 2003 study of the 
Ohio program concluded: “For many families, the financial burden of paying even the relatively small portion of 
their children’s private school tuition is more than they can bear.”5 In the end, the families most likely to use a 
voucher are the ones who could already afford to send their kids to private schools. 
   

Students Who Accept Vouchers Lose Important Rights and Protections 

Vouchers deprive students of the rights and protections they are awarded at public schools. Despite receiving 
public money, private schools that participate in voucher programs are not subject to all federal civil rights 
laws, and do not face the same public accountability standards that all public schools must meet, including 
those in Title VI, Title IX, the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), and the Elementary and 
Secondary Education Act (ESEA). Private voucher schools usually do not have to comply with the same 
teacher standards, curriculum, and testing requirements as the public schools. And, students who attend 
private schools with vouchers are stripped of their First Amendment, due process, and other constitutional and 
statutory rights offered to them in public schools. Unfortunately, many parents and students are not even 
aware that they will lose rights and protections when they accept a voucher. 

                                                 
1U.S. Dep’t of Ed., Evaluation of the D.C. Scholarship Program: Final Report (June 2010) (Though the 2009 study showed a marginal gain for some students in 
reading (but notably, not for the program’s targeted group, students from schools in need of improvement), the 2010 Final Report said “[t]here is no conclusive 
evidence that the [program] affected student achievement” and earlier findings of modest gains “could be due to chance” and were no longer statistically 
significant.); U.S. Dep’t of Ed., Evaluation of the D.C. Scholarship Program: Impact After 3 Years (Apr. 2009); U.S. Dep’t of Ed., Evaluation of the D.C. Scholarship 
Program: Impact After 2 Years (June 2008); U.S. Dep’t of Ed., Evaluation of the D.C. Scholarship Program: Impact After 1 Year (June 2007). 
2 Witte, Wolf, et al., MPCP Longitudinal Educational Growth Study Third Year Report (Apr. 2010); Witte, Wolf, et al., MPCP Longitudinal Educational Growth Study 
Second Year Report (Mar. 2009); Witte, Wolf, et al., MPCP Longitudinal Education Growth Study Baseline Report (Feb. 2008); Witte, Achievement Effects of 
Milwaukee Voucher Program (Feb. 1997); Witte, et al., Fifth Year Report Milwaukee Parental Choice Program (Dec. 1995). 
3 Plucker, et al., Evaluation of the Cleveland Scholarship and Tutoring Program, Summary Report 1998-2004 (Feb. 2006); Evaluation of the Cleveland Scholarship 
and Tutoring Program, Executive Report 1998-2002 (Feb. 2006). 
4 Legislative Audit Bureau, Test Score Data for Pupils in the Milwaukee Parental Choice Program (Report 4 of 5), 17 (Aug. 2011) (“The project’s five-year 
longitudinal study shows no significant difference in the performance of Choice and similar MPS pupils after four years of participation.”) 
5 Metcalf, Evaluation of the Cleveland Scholarship and Tutoring Program: Exploring Families’ & Educational Choices: Technical Report, 162 (Dec. 2003). 
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Vouchers Do Not Allow Parents to Make Better Education Choices 

Under most voucher bills, a private school could take taxpayer money and also deny admission to any student 
it chooses. Depending on the enacting law, private voucher schools may discriminate against a student based 
on his or her gender, disability, religion, national origin, economic background, academic record, English 
language ability, or disciplinary history. Also, voucher programs often do not provide parents with the 
necessary or accurate data needed to make informed educational choices. Though parents would have the 
power to remove students from the private school, the school is not required to give parents the information 
necessary to determine that the school would meet the needs of their child, such as standardized test scores 
(which the schools may not even administer to all their students), curriculum used by the schools, or teacher 
qualifications. But, even where legislatures have tried to set up accountability standards for parents, it has not 
worked. According to a 2008 U.S. Government Accountability Office study, the D.C. voucher program “did not 
collect or omitted or incorrectly reported some information that would have helped parents evaluate the quality 
of participating schools.”6 The “misleading,” “inaccurate,” and “incomplete” information was provided in spite of 
an explicit statutory requirement that the District provide certain information to parents.7 
 
Vouchers Fail Students with Special Needs 

Programs tailored to students with disabilities also do not work. Students using vouchers lose many rights 
granted by the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) and may not have the protection of an 
individualized education plan (IEP) in private schools. Furthermore, a 2008 study of the Ohio Autism 
Scholarship concluded that vouchers are “a poor model” that “should not be emulated in other states.” The 
study explained that the voucher is not “sound education policy” and that it “exacerbates inequality.”8 Likewise, 
a 2007 study of Florida’s McKay Scholarships for Students with Disabilities similarly found that the McKay 
voucher was “seriously flawed” and created “[m]ore [p]roblems [t]han [s]olutions.”9 Students with special needs 
often cannot even find a private school that can serve them: The final Department of Education report on the 
D.C. voucher showed that a significant number of students had to reject their vouchers because they were 
unable to find a participating school that offered services for their learning or physical disability or other special 
needs.10 In Milwaukee, researchers’ observations during site visits to voucher schools confirmed findings in the 
policy literature that “most private schools lack the incentives, personnel, protocols, and organizational culture 
that lead public school systems to label students with disabilities as requiring special education services.”11 
 
Vouchers Harm Religious Liberty 

One of the most dearly held principles of religious liberty is that government should not compel any citizen to 
furnish funds in support of a religion with which he or she disagrees, or even a religion with which he or she 
does agree. Voucher programs, however, violate that central tenet: they use taxpayer money to fund primarily 
religious education. Indeed, approximately 80% of the students participating in the D.C. voucher program 
attend religious schools. Parents certainly may choose such an education for their children, but no taxpayer 
should be required to pay for another‘s religious education. 

 
Vouchers Cost, Rather than Save, Taxpayer Money 

Vouchers do not decrease education costs. Rather, tax money that would ordinarily go to public schools would 
instead pay for vouchers, thus limiting the capacity of public schools. A 1999 study of Cleveland’s program 
showed the public schools from which students left for private voucher schools were spread throughout the 
district. The reduction in students, therefore, was negligible at the individual schools. Thus, the public school 
district lost state funding to pay for vouchers without being able to cut overall operating costs.12 In Milwaukee, 
which has been disproportionately burdened in a statewide voucher funding scheme, the city has had to raise 
property taxes several times in order to ensure adequate funding for the city’s schools.13  

                                                 
6 U.S. Gov’t Accountability Office, GAO-08-09, District of Columbia Opportunity Scholarship Program: Additional Policies and Procedures Would Improve Internal 
Controls and Program Operations, 36 (Nov. 2007). 
7 Id. at 21, 36, 44. 
8 Policy Matters Ohio, Analyzing Autism Vouchers in Ohio (Mar. 2008). 
9 Sara Mead, Information Underload: Florida’s Flawed Special-Ed Voucher Program, Education Sector 1 (June 2007). 
10 U.S. Dep’t of Ed., Evaluation of the D.C. Scholarship Program: Final Report (June 2010). 
11 Wolf, et. al., Special Education and the Milwaukee Parental Choice Program (Report #35) (2012). 
12 KPMG, LLP, Cleveland Scholarship and Tutoring Program: Final Management Study (Sept. 1999). 
13 Borsuk, “MPS Property Tax Levy Expected to Rise 14.9%,” Milwaukee Journal Sentinel, July 4, 2008.; Richards, “MPS blames voucher program for tax levy 
increase,” Milwaukee Journal Sentinel, October 31, 2012. 
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MYTH: Voucher students get a better education than DC public school students.  
FACT: The Department of Education issued reports analyzing the DC voucher program in 2007, 2008, 2009, and 

2010.  The findings in each of these reports demonstrate that the voucher program is not improving 
student achievement.  These findings are consistent with studies of private school voucher programs in 
Milwaukee1 and Cleveland,2 which have all revealed that vouchers do not improve math or reading 
achievement. 

 

First, the Department of Education studies of the DC program have concluded that the use of a voucher 
had no statistically significant impact on overall student achievement in math or reading3 
 

Second, students from “schools in need of improvement” (SINI), which are the students targeted by the 
program, have shown no improvement in reading or math due to the voucher program. 4   

  

Third, the Department of Education reports also found that many of the children who left the DC voucher 
program did so because the voucher schools did not provide the academic support they needed:  Of the 
students who left the voucher program in the first year, 45% stated that it was because the “child did not 
get the academic support he/she needed at the private school.”5  The number shot to 54% in the second 
year and was at 39% in the third year.6  
 
Finally, the 2007 Report by the Government Accountability Office (GAO) also debunks the myth that 
voucher schools improve academic achievement.  That report found that “many of the [voucher] schools 
[examined by the GAO] were not accredited, and there is no evidence they submitted evidence of 
educational soundness.”7  Another troubling conclusion in the GAO Report is that “at least 3 of 52 schools 
that participated [in 2004-05] indicated that at least half of their teachers did not have at least a 
bachelor’s degree, and 6 schools indicated that about 10 to 20 percent of their teachers lacked at least a 
bachelor’s degree.”8   

 
MYTH: The program is a great help to students from “schools in need of improvement.”  
FACT: In this program, priority is supposed to be given to students attending SINI schools.  Yet, according the 

2007 GAO Report, these students are “underrepresented” in the program:  In the 2006-2007 school year, 
even though 52% of DC public school students attended SINI schools, only 24% of voucher students came 
from such schools.9  Plus, the 2007, 2008, 2009 and the Final Department of Education Reports all show 
that students who entered the voucher program from SINI schools have shown no improvement in 
academic achievement.10 

   
 
 

                                                           
1
 Witte, Wolf, et al., MPCP Longitudinal Educational Growth Study Second Year Report (Mar. 2009); Witte, Achievement Effects of Milwaukee Voucher program (Feb. 1997); Witte, Stern, & 

Thorn, Fifth Year Report Milwaukee Parental Choice Program (Dec. 1995). 
2 Plucker, et al., Evaluation of the Cleveland Scholarship and Tutoring Program, Summary Report 1998-2004 (Feb. 2006); Evaluation of the Cleveland Scholarship and Tutoring Program, 
Executive Report 1998-2002 (Feb. 2006). 
3 US Dep’t of Educ., Evaluation of the DC Opportunity Scholarship Program:  Final Report, xv, xix and 34 (June 2010) (Final US Dep’t of Educ. Report). 
4
 Final US Dep’t of Educ. Report at 34; US Dep’t of Educ., Evaluation of the DC Opportunity Scholarship Program:  Impacts After Three Years, 34 (March 2009) (2009 US Dep’t of Educ. 

Report); US Dep’t of Educ., Evaluation of the DC Opportunity Scholarship Program:  Impacts After Two Years, 34, 36-38  (June 2008) (2008 US Dep’t of Educ. Report); and US Dep’t of Educ., 
Evaluation of the DC Opportunity Scholarship Program: Impacts After One Year , xvii, 44, & 46(June 2007) (2007 US Dep’t of Educ. Report).  
5 2009 US Dep’t of Educ. Report at 25.   
6
 Id. 

7 GAO Report at 34.  
8 Id. 
9 GAO Report at 26, 28. 
10

 Final US Dep’t of Educ. at 34; 2009 US Dep’t of Educ. at 34; 2008 U .S. Dep’t of Educ. Report at 34, 36-38; & 2007 US Dep’t of Educ. Report at xvii, 44, & 46. 



MYTH: The DC voucher program is popular. 
FACT: The citizens of the District of Columbia did not ask for the voucher program—they opposed it.  In 1981, DC 

voters soundly rejected referendum on a tuition tax credit (which is a different form of private school 
vouchers) with 89% opposed and only 11% in favor.  DC citizens again clearly expressed their opposition 
to vouchers in an opinion poll conducted in November 2002—prior to Congress’ enactment of the DC 
voucher program.  In that poll, 75% of District voters opposed private school vouchers.11  
 

In addition, the District’s only congressional representative, Congresswoman Eleanor Holmes Norton, 
along with DC Council members,12 and other congressional leaders, strongly opposed the congressional 
effort to impose vouchers on the District of Columbia. Congresswoman Norton, Mayor Vincent Gray, and 
DC Council members continue to oppose it today.  The creation of the DC voucher program contradicts the 
principle of local control of education by imposing on citizens, who lack a vote in Congress, a program for 
which they and their elected representatives expressed opposition.   
 

Even in Congress the program passed with the narrowest margin possible—one vote (209-208).13  The 
narrowness of the vote in the House is even more remarkable considering the vote was taken in a 
Republican-led Congress, was taken while numerous Representatives who opposed vouchers were 
attending a presidential primary debate in Baltimore, and was held open for an unusually long 40-minute 
period.14  Among the “no” votes were 14 Republicans.15   
 

In the Senate, the voucher program was stripped from the DC Appropriations bill before it hit the Senate 
floor because it was clear the bill could not pass with the voucher language.16  The voucher program 
became law, nonetheless, when it was later inserted into the conference report of a $280 billion omnibus 
appropriations bill.17  In short, the Senate never even voted on the measure because it could not pass on a 
floor vote.18 
 

MYTH: Voucher students are safer than public school students. 
FACT: Although certain voucher advocates go so far as to argue that attendance at DC public schools leads 

students to join gangs,19 there is no evidence that voucher schools are safer than public schools.  To the 
contrary, the 2007, 2008, 2009, and the Final Department of Education Reports all found that although 
participation in the voucher program had a substantial impact on parents’ views of school safety, it did not 
have any impact on a students’ actual school experience with dangerous activities.20 

 
MYTH: Voucher schools increase student motivation and engagement.  
FACT: According to the 2008 and 2009 Department of Education Reports, participation in the voucher program 

provided no statistically significant impacts on a students’ “aspirations for the future”; “frequency of 
doing homework”; “time spent reading for fun”; “engagement in extracurricular activities”; or 
“attendance” or “tardiness rates.”21 
 
 

 

                                                           
11

 Zogby International poll for NSBA, Nov. 2002. 
12

 Robert Marus, “Republicans Add DC Voucher Plan to Unamendable Appropriations Bill,” Assoc. Baptist Press, Nov. 20, 2003, http://www.abpnews.com/content/view/2667/116/ 
(stating that “the majority of elected officials in DC oppose the voucher proposal”). 
13 Spencer S. Hsu & Justin Blum, “DC School Voucher Bill Passes in House by 1 Vote: Grant Plan for at Least 1,300 Students Goes to Senate,” The Washington Post, Sept. 10, 2003, 
http://www.kleaonline.org/DC%20Voucher%20Bill%20Passes.htm. 
14

 Id. 
15 http://clerk.house.gov/evs/2003/roll478.xml. 
16Robert Marus, supra, note 15. 
17 Id. 
18

 Id. 
19 Jim Lovino, “Senator Draws Ire for DC Public School Gang Comment DeMint Relays Message from District Parents,” Mar. 6, 2009, http://www.nbcwashington.com/news/local-
beat/Senator-DC-Public-Students-Are-Gang-Members.html?__source=Facebook.    
20 Final US Dep’t of Educ. Report at 43-47; 2009 US Dep’t. of Educ. Report at 44-45; 2008 US Dep’t of Educ. Report at 42-43, 50; 2007 US Dep’t of Educ. Report at xx, 53-55.    
21

 2009 US Dep’t of Educ. Report at 60-62; & 2008 US Dep’t of Educ. Report at 57-58.   



MYTH: Many of the students in the program go to the most expensive and elite private schools in DC 
FACT: Proponents of the bill like to tout certain elite private schools that are participating in the program.  What 

they do not say is that “only 3 percent [of voucher students] attended the most expensive schools that 
charged $20,000 or more.”22  Indeed, the Final Department of Education Report issued in 2010 found that 
only 14% of students in the program23 were attending a school with tuition above the $7,500 tuition 
cap.24   
 

Looking at the participating schools,25 rather than the number of students attending those schools, is also 
instructive.  In year two, only 38.8% of the schools participating charged an average tuition of more than 
$7,500.  In contrast, 73.7% of the non-participating schools charged more than $7,500.26  And in year 
three, only 22% of participating schools charged an average tuition of more than $7,500.27  The Final 
Report concluded that only “37 percent of consistent participants charged more than [$7,500].”28  Thus, 
data shows that the vast majority of the students in the program do not attend the most elite schools in 
the city. 
 

MYTH: Voucher schools offer students better educational resources.  
FACT: Students participating in the DC voucher program are significantly LESS likely to go to a school with ESL 

programs, learning support and special needs programs, tutors, counselors, cafeterias, and nurse’s 
offices than students not in the program.29  And, students in the program experienced no increase in 
before-and-after-school programs.30 

 
MYTH: Voucher schools offer students better resources for students with special needs. 
FACT: The 2007, 2008, 2009, and Final Department of Education Reports found that students in the program 

were less likely “to attend a school that offered special programs for students who may be academically 
challenged.”  Students in the program also “experienced a lower likelihood that their school offered 
special programs for students with learning problems,” and “special programs for English language 
learners.”31   
 

The Final Department of Education Report also found that 21.6% of the parents who rejected a voucher 
that was offered to their child did so because the school lacked the special needs services that their child 
needed.32  And, 12.3% of the parents who accepted a voucher for their child but then left the program 
cited a lack of special needs services.33   

 
MYTH: Voucher schools have smaller class sizes.  
FACT: The 2009 and Final Department of Education Report found that participation in the DC voucher program 

had no significant effect on the “student/teacher ratio.”34   

 
 
 
                                                           
22 GAO Report at 31-32. 
23 In accordance with the methodology of the Department of Education Reports, students are considered to be “in the program” when they are offered a voucher, regardless of whether 
they use the voucher. 
24

 Final US Dep’t of Educ. Report at 18. 
25

 The Department of Education Reports consider a school to be “in the program” when they choose to accept voucher students.  However, not all participating schools actually accept or 
enroll students each year.  For example, in the second year of the program, only 83% of “participating schools” actually had voucher students enrolled.  2008 US Dep’t of Educ. Report at 
12. 
26 US Dep’t of Educ., Evaluation of the DC Opportunity Scholarship Program:  Second Year Report on Participation, 8 (April 2006). 
27

 2009 US Dep’t of Educ. Report at 14.. 
28 Final US Dep’t of Educ. Report at 16. 
29 Final US Dep’t of Educ. Report at 20; 2009 US Dep’t of Educ. Report at xxii & 17; 2008 US Dep’t of Educ. Report at xviii & 16.  The 2010 Report found a decrease in access to tutors, but no 
“significant” reduction in tutors.  Final US Dep’t of Educ. Report at 20. 
30

 Final US Dep’t of Educ. Report at 20; 2009 US Dep’t of Educ. Report at xxxii & 55-56; 2008 US Dep’t of Educ. Report at xxvi, & 57-58. 
31 Final US Dep’t of Ed. Report at, xxvii, 19-20; 55-57, 60; 2009 US Dep’t of Educ. Report at xxii, 17-18; 2008 US Dep’t of Educ. Report at xviii, 16; 2007 Dep’t of Educ. Report at 20-21. 
32 Final US Dep’t of Ed. Report at 24-26. 
33 Id. 
34

 Final US Dep’t of Ed. Report at 60; 2009 US Dep’t of Educ. Report at xxxii. 



MYTH: Voucher students get access to better teachers than students in DC public schools. 
FACT: First, the teachers in many of the voucher schools lack the qualifications that public school teachers have.  

For example, the GAO Report found that “at least 3 of 52 schools that participated [in 2004-05] indicated 
that at least half of their teachers did not have at least a bachelor’s degree, and 6 schools indicated that 
about 10 to 20 percent of their teachers lacked at least a bachelor’s degree.”35  In addition, students in the 
DC voucher program “rated their teacher’s attitude” no better than students who did not participate in 
the program.36   

 
MYTH: The program gives DC students a “choice” of private schools.  
FACT: To the contrary, not all public school students can even gain access to a voucher school, as voucher 

schools are permitted to maintain their admissions standards and, thus, can essentially reject any public 
school student they choose.  Voucher schools can reject students based on prior academic achievement, 
economic background, English language ability, or disciplinary history.  Also, under the program, all 
voucher schools can reject students on the basis of gender, and religious schools can discriminate 
against teachers based on their religion.37  In contrast, public schools serve all students in DC 
 

Certain groups of DC students have less access to voucher schools than others.  For example, students 
with special needs often cannot find a private school that can or want to serve them:  The Department of 
Education Reports show that a significant number of students had to reject their voucher because they 
were “unable to find a participating school that offered services for their child’s learning or physical 
disability or other special needs.”38  Indeed, the Final Department of Education Report concluded that 22 
percent of parents who were offered but declined a voucher, did so because they were “unable to find a 
participating school that offered services for their child’s special needs.”39   
 

High school students also have less access to voucher schools: “For the school year 2005-2006, only about 
70 openings were available at the high school level.”40   
 

Students seeking non-religious schools also “have a limited number to choose from, since most 
participating private schools were Catholic or Protestant, and these schools offered the most openings.  
The remaining schools included some that were Afro-centric or Muslim, or offered only early childhood 
education.”41  Indeed, in year one, nearly two-thirds of students attended a Roman Catholic school, 17 
percent attended a non-Catholic faith-based school, and only 18% were enrolled in nonsectarian private 
schools.42  In year two, 77% of students in the program attended a faith-based school43  and in year three, 
82% of students in the program attended a faith-based school.44  The Final Report found that 80% or the 
students in the program attended a faith-based school.45 
 

Furthermore, the 2008 study revealed that 8% of the students who left their voucher school did so 
because “religious activities at the private school made the child uncomfortable.”46  That same study 
found that 2% of students didn’t even accept a voucher because they did not want to attend a school that 
provided religious instruction.47  The Final Report found that was true for 2.3% of students who never used 
the voucher offered to them.48 
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 GAO Report at 34. 
36

 2009 US Dep’t of Educ. Report at xxxii. 
37 P.L. 108-199 Stat. 3 (2004). 
38 2008 US Dep’t of Educ. Report  at 22.  
39 Final US Dep’t of Ed. Report at 24. 
40

 GAO Report at 31. 
41 Id. 
42 2007 US Dep’t of Educ. Report at 19. 
43 2008 US Dep’t of Educ. Report at 14. 
44

 2009 US Dep’t of Educ. Report at 16. 
45 Final US Dep’t of Educ. Report at 18. 
46 2008 US Dep’t of Educ. Report at 23. 
47 Id. 
48

Final US Dep’t of Educ. Report at xxv.  



MYTH: Voucher schools do not need to be accountable to taxpayers because they are accountable to 
parents. 

FACT: The 2007 GAO Report demonstrates that the voucher program is not even accountable to the parents of 
participating students.  The report concluded that although the organization that administered the 
voucher program at the time compiled an annual directory to help parents during the selection process, 
“it did not collect or omitted or incorrectly reported some information that would have helped parents 
evaluate the quality of participating schools.”49  And, “[s]ome information [the administration 
organization] did provide to parents may have been misleading.”50  In fact, it “incorrectly reported 
information on some schools that could have significantly affected parents’ choice of schools, primarily 
the percentage of teachers who had at least a bachelor’s degree and tuition rates.”51  

  

Even if the program were accountable to parents, however, that should not excuse the program from also 
being accountable to taxpayers.  The program has cost taxpayers approximately $14 million of federal 
money annually, yet the schools are exempt from student testing, teacher qualification, and non-
discrimination requirements, as well as open records and meetings laws that apply to public schools.  And, 
according to the GAO Report, the program has not even adhered to the rules imposed on it.  For example, 
tuition was paid to schools that do not even charge tuition, payments were made to schools without the 
proper authorization and documentation, and schools lacked required occupancy certifications.52  It is 
simply bad government to fund a program without providing oversight and without requiring metrics, like 
student testing, that allow clear evaluation of the program. 

 
MYTH:   This program is constitutional. 
FACT: The DC voucher program is constitutionally suspect.  Although the United States Supreme Court did 

uphold the constitutionality of the Cleveland voucher program in Zelman v. Simmons-Harris,53 the DC 
voucher scheme differs from the Cleveland program in significant ways.   
 

First, unlike the Ohio voucher scheme, which prohibited voucher schools from engaging in all forms of 
discrimination, the DC scheme permits religious schools to discriminate on the basis of religion in hiring 
and on the basis of gender in admission.54  In addition to diverging from the facts of Zelman, this violates 
other constitutional case law, which holds that “the Constitution does not permit the state to aid 
discrimination.’55  
 

Also, Zelman permitted the voucher scheme in Cleveland because it found that the program did not use 
financial incentives to skew students towards religious schools.  This is because any student choosing to 
accept a voucher was required to copay a portion of the private school tuition. (The Cleveland vouchers 
were capped at the either 75% or 90% of the school tuition (depending on the family income) or $2,500, 
whichever was less.)  Attending a private school (with a copay), therefore, would be more costly than 
attending a public school (for free).  In fact, the Court concluded that there was a disincentive to go to a 
religious school because attending the secular public school would cost a student nothing, but attending a 
religious school would, in all cases, require a copay.56  The DC scheme, however, does not require a copay.  
Thus, in some instances, students attend private religious schools at no additional cost because the $7,500 
voucher covers the entire tuition.  Thus, DC parents can get a free religious education at taxpayer expense.  
Unlike the Cleveland program, therefore, there is no disincentive to attend the private religious school.   
 

                                                           
49 GAO Report at 36. 
50 Id. 
51 Id. at 36-37 
52

 Id. at 20-23, 33, 35. 
53 536 US 639 (2002). 
54 Compare Ohio Rev. Code § 3313.976 (A)(6) with P.L. 108-199 Stat. 3 (2004); see also Zelman. 
55 Norwood v. Harrison, 413 US 455, 465-66 (1973). 
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 Zelman, 536 US at 653-54. 



Furthermore, in Zelman, though a copay was required, the copay that schools could charge was capped 
for students below the poverty level.  Thus, for those priority students, attending private religious schools 
would cost about the same as attending a private secular school.  In DC, there is no copay cap.   
For DC students accepting a voucher, however, there is an incentive to choose a religious private school 
over a secular private school.  Religious schools are traditionally less expensive than secular private 
schools.  Thus, while the $7,500 may cover tuition at a religious private school, it is unlikely to cover the 
tuition at a secular private school.  Thus, attending a religious school will cost a parent less (with little or 
no copay) than attending a secular private school (with a large copay).  The incentive to attend a religious 
school is highlighted by the fact that approximately 75% of all students in the program attend private 
religious schools.57 

 
MYTH: Ending the DC voucher program would be a shock to voucher recipients. 
FACT: As explained above, the program will not end for students currently receiving vouchers.   
  

 Furthermore, the program was intended to only be a “pilot” program with a slated end date.  The 
statutory authority creating the DC voucher program permitted the federal government to offer vouchers 
“for a period of not more than 5 years.”58  District of Columbia law also states that funding for the 
program shall be “for a period of not more than 5 years.”59  Press reports have also been clear that that 
the voucher program was a five-year pilot program.  Indeed, many articles dating back to the enactment 
of the program note that the program would end after five-years.    

  

 Yet, it appears the Washington Scholarship Fund (WSF), which administered the program at the time 
Congress stopped admitting new students to the program, did not take steps to educate parents and 
students of this.  To the contrary, the WSF sent out letters admitting new students into the program for 
the 2009-2010 school year, 60 even though the program had not been reauthorized and the explanatory 
language accompanying the FY2009 Omnibus Appropriations Bill61 stated that no new students should be 
admitted into the program for the 2009-2010 school year. 

                                                           
57 2008 US Dep’t of Educ. Report at 14. 
58

 Section 304(b) of P.L. 108-199 Stat. 3 (2004); see also Section 302(7) of P.L. 108-199 Stat. 3 (2004). 
59 DC Code 38-1851.03(b).  
60 “Presumed Dead: Politics is driving the destruction of the District's school voucher program,” The Washington Post, Apr. 11, 2009, http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-
dyn/content/article/2009/04/10/AR2009041003073_pf.html.  
61

 The accompanying language states: “Funding provided for the private scholarship program shall be used for currently-enrolled participants rather than new applicants.” 
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Why Do Religious Leaders and Organizations  

Oppose Vouchers? 
 

Religious Education Is Important, But Government Funding is Inappropriate. 

All American religious groups value religious education, and recognize that parochial schools can serve a valuable role for many 

children.  However, because most parochial schools either cannot or do not wish to separate the religious components of the 

education they offer from the academic programs, these schools must be funded by voluntary contributions, not taxation.  

Although a narrow majority of the US Supreme Court has upheld vouchers under certain circumstances, it did not rule that they 

were per se constitutional, as one of the most dearly held principles of religious liberty is that government should not compel 

any citizen to furnish funds in support of a religion with which he or she disagrees, or even a religion with which he or she does 

agree.
1
  Most voucher programs, however, violate that central tenet: they use taxpayer money to fund primarily religious 

education.  Parents certainly may choose such an education for their children, but no taxpayer should be required to pay for 

another’s religious education.   
 

Vouchers Weaken Religious Schools By Making Them Dependent on Government Funds. 

Religious organizations and schools that rely on voluntary participation and contributions are likely to flourish.  Government 

funds, however, threaten to shift religious schools’ monetary source from the followers of their religion to the government 

treasury.  And, with that shift, they also risk losing their religious identity, teachings, and message.  To remain healthy, a 

religious school should follow the dictates of its adherents rather than the dictates of a government uninterested in its religious 

mission.  To do this, they must reject government funding. 
 

Vouchers Threaten the Autonomy of Religious Schools. 

Private religious schools exist to provide religious education and, when such education is funded with private tuition, the 

government should have no role in directing that religious education.  When private religious schools accept federal funds, 

however, they should adhere to government rules.  Thus, in accepting government funds, they run the risk of being mired in 

political debates, battles over regulation and accountability, and disruptive inquiries into their school standards and curricula.  

Control over these religious institutions would not be beneficial for either religious institutions or the government.  
 

Vouchers Violate Religious Conscience By Permitting Government Funded Discrimination. 

Under most voucher programs, private religious voucher schools are permitted to discriminate on the basis of religion in hiring 

and on the basis of gender in admission.
2
  Allowing government money to flow to these institutions without holding them to 

non-discrimination laws is a clear violation of one of the central principles of our constitutional order: “the Constitution does not 

permit the State to aid discrimination.”
3
  When funding any school, whether public or private, the government should not 

surrender the longstanding principle of equal treatment for all regardless of religion. Taxpayer money should not fund programs 

that harm the fundamental civil rights of students and teachers. 
 

Vouchers Undermine the Public Schools. 

Many religious denominations believe that access to a high-quality education is a fundamental right and an issue of social 

justice.  Open and non-discriminatory in their acceptance of all students, American public schools are the unifying factor among 

the diverse range of ethnic and religious communities in our society.  Vouchers undermine this vital function, however, by 

placing the “best and the brightest” into private schools, leaving the so-called “difficult” students behind in the public schools.  

Voucher programs also divert desperately needed resources away from the public school system to fund the education of the few 

voucher students.  The government would better serve our children by making the public schools safer, stronger, and more 

accountable. 

                                                           

1 Virginia Statute for Religious Freedom, 1789. 
2 Compare Ohio Rev. Code § 3313.976 (A)(6) with P.L. 108-199 Stat. 3 (2004); see also Zelman v. Simmons-Harris, 536 U.S. 639 (2002).  
3 Norwood v. Harrison, 413 U.S. 455, 465-66 (1973). 
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VOTES ON STATE VOUCHER  
& TUITION TAX CREDIT REFERENDA 

 
In the last 43 years, voters have rejected private school vouchers every 
time they have been proposed. 

 

 

 
State Year Yes No 

 

 
Utah 2007 38% 62% 

 

 
Michigan 2000 31% 69% 

 

 
California 2000 29% 71% 

 

 
Washington 1996 36% 64% 

 

 
California 1993 30% 70% 

 

 
Colorado 1992 33% 67% 

 

 
Oregon 1990 33% 67% 

 

 
Utah 1988 33% 67% 

 

 
District of Columbia 1981 11% 89% 

 

 
Michigan 1978 26% 74% 

 

 
Maryland 1972 45% 55% 

 

 
Nebraska 1970 43% 57% 

 

 

 

 

   



 

 

February 15, 2012 
 
The Honorable John Kline 
Chairman 
Education and Workforce Committee 
2439 Rayburn House Office Building 
United States House of Representatives 
Washington, DC 20515 
 
Re:  NCPE opposes any provisions in the package of ESEA reauthorization bills that permit federally funded 

private school vouchers. 
 
Dear Chairman Kline: 
 
The undersigned members of the National Coalition for Public Education (NCPE) write to express our strong 
opposition to any provisions in the package of Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) reauthorization 
bills that that would allow the expenditure of scarce federal funds on private school vouchers. The Local 
Academic Flexible Grant (Part B of H.R. 3990, the Encouraging Innovation and Effective Teacher Act) is one 
provision that is clearly designed to fund and incentivize future implementation of private school voucher 
programs.  The summary of the bill states that “private or public entities could utilize these funds to support 
programs that will help increase student achievement, including scholarship and tutoring programs.”  
“Scholarships” for “private entities” are simply private school vouchers and should not be funded with taxpayer 
dollars.   Because you will be reviewing the reauthorization legislation at a hearing on Thursday, we wish to object 
to this provision and any language that would permit funds to be used for private school vouchers. 
 
Vouchers run counter to the very purpose of ESEA.  Instead of providing equal access to high quality education or 
setting high standards and accountability, voucher programs have proven ineffective, lack accountability to 
taxpayers, and deprive students of rights provided to public school students.   
 
At a time when Congress is attempting to reduce spending, it is poor public policy to funnel taxpayer funds away 
from public schools and toward private schools.  Vouchers divert desperately-needed resources away from the 
public school system to fund the education of a few, select voucher students, with limited, if any, real impact on 
student academic achievement.  Congress would better serve ALL children by using funds to make the public 
schools stronger and safer than by creating a new voucher program. 
 
Vouchers support schools that are not bound by the open and non-discriminatory acceptance policies that are a 
unifying factor among the diverse range of ethnic and religious communities of our society and a strength of our 
public school system.  Public schools serve any and all students that walk through the school house doors, 
regardless of race, religion, disability, or income.  
 
Vouchers deprive students of rights and protections they are awarded in public schools.  Despite receiving public 
money, private schools that participate in voucher programs are not subject to all federal civil rights laws and do 
not face the same public accountability standards that all public schools must meet, including those in Title IX, 
IDEA, and ESEA—contained in the very law the Committee seeks to reauthorize.   
 
Vouchers do not improve student education.  According to multiple studies of the District of Columbia, 
Milwaukee, and Cleveland school voucher programs, students offered vouchers do not perform better in reading 
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and math than students in public schools.  Vouchers do not receive proper oversight, accountability, or internal 
controls.  Most voucher programs are plagued with accountability problems, as they do not have to adhere to the 
same standards set for public schools. 
 
Voucher programs primarily fund private religious schools.  To both protect the religious freedom of taxpayers 
and the autonomy of religious schools, many of our coalition members object to taxpayer money being used to 
fund religious education.    
 
For these reasons and more, NCPE opposes any language that would permit a voucher program, including 
language in the “Local Academic Flexible Grant” as currently drafted.  NCPE asks that the language be revised to 
ensure that public dollars remain invested in public schools and that no ESEA funds can be used for private 
school vouchers. 
 
Thank you for your consideration of our views. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
African American Ministers In Action 
American Association of School Administrators 
American Association of University Women (AAUW) 
American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) 
American Federation of Labor-Congress of Industrial Organizations (AFL-CIO) 
American Federation of School Administrators (AFSA), AFL-CIO 
American Federation of Teachers 
American Humanist Association 
American Jewish Committee 
Americans for Democratic Action 
Americans for Religious Liberty 
Americans United for Separation of Church and State 
Anti-Defamation League 
ASPIRA Association, Inc. 
Association of Educational Service Agencies 
Baptist Joint Committee for Religious Liberty 
Center for Inquiry 
Children and Adults with Attention Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder 
Clearinghouse on Women's Issues 
Council for Exceptional Children 
Council of the Great City Schools 
Disciples Justice Action Network 
Equal Partners in Faith 
Family and Children’s Ministries, Disciples Home Missions, Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) 
Feminist Majority 
Freedom From Religion Foundation 
Hindu American Foundation 
Institute for Science and Human Values 
Interfaith Alliance 
International Reading Association 
Lawyers’ Committee for Civil Rights Under Law 
NA’AMAT USA 
National Alliance of Black School Educators 
National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) 
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National Association for Bilingual Education 
National Association of Elementary School Principals 
National Association of Federally Impacted Schools 
National Association of State Directors of Special Education 
National Association of Secondary School Principals 
National Center for Lesbian Rights 
National Council of Jewish Women 
National Education Association 
National Organization for Women 
National Parent Teacher Association 
National Rural Education Advocacy Coalition 
National Rural Education Association 
National School Boards Association 
People For the American Way 
Public Education Network 
Secular Coalition for America 
School Social Work Association of America 
Southern Poverty Law Center 
Union for Reform Judaism 
Unitarian Universalist Association of Congregations 
United Church of Christ Justice & Witness Ministries 
Women of Reform Judaism 
 
 
 
cc:  Members of the House Education and Workforce Committee 



 

 

 
May 25, 2011 
 
Re: Oppose the $10 Million Hunter School Voucher Amendment (#94) to the National Defense 

Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 2012 
 
Dear Representative: 
 
The undersigned members of the National Coalition for Public Education (NCPE) write to respectfully express 
our opposition to Amendment #94 to the National Defense Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 2012 (H.R. 1540), 
which would create a $10 million school voucher program for military dependent children with special 
education needs.  The Armed Services Committee defeated a nearly identical amendment just two weeks ago 
with a vote of 26-34.  This amendment should be rejected on the floor as well. 
 
We genuinely support the goal of improving educational opportunities for military children with special needs.  
However, creation of a voucher program is more likely to undermine—rather than improve—education for these 
students.  It also threatens to decrease funding for federally connected schools, resulting in fewer services for 
military dependent children.  Furthermore, at a time when Congress is attempting to make significant cuts to our 
defense budget and when existing programs for these students are already underfunded, Congress should not 
create a new $10 million dollar school voucher program.  Accordingly, numerous education, civil rights, 
religious liberty, and disability organizations, as well as the National Association of Federally Impacted 
Schools, oppose such voucher programs.      
 
Vouchers Do Not Improve Education 
Multiple studies of the system-wide voucher programs in the District of Columbia,1 Milwaukee,2 and Cleveland3 
have demonstrated that vouchers do not improve student education.  Indeed, the U.S. Department of Education’s 
final study of the D.C. voucher pilot concluded that it has failed to have any statistically-significant impact on 
overall student achievement in math or reading, on student engagement or motivation, or on student reports of 
safety and satisfaction.4  A recent comparison of test scores for Milwaukee voucher students and their public 
school counterparts showed that “students who received vouchers to attend private or religious schools in 
Milwaukee performed worse on statewide reading and math tests than their counterparts in public schools.”5  
Indeed, “voucher students are nowhere near their public school counterparts — even in the Milwaukee public 
schools they left.”6 
 

                                                 
1U.S. Dep’t of Ed., Evaluation of the D.C. Scholarship Program: Final Report (June 2010) (Although the 2009 study showed a marginal gain for some 
students in reading (but notably, not for the program’s targeted group, students from schools in need of improvement), the 2010 Final Report said “[t]here 
is no conclusive evidence that the [program] affected student achievement” and earlier findings of modest gains “could be due to chance” and were no 
longer statistically significant.); U.S. Dep’t of Ed., Evaluation of the D.C. Scholarship Program: Impact After 3 Years (Apr. 2009); U.S. Dep’t of Ed., 
Evaluation of the D.C. Scholarship Program: Impact After 2 Years (June 2008); U.S. Dep’t of Ed., Evaluation of the D.C. Scholarship Program: Impact 
After 1 Year (June 2007). 
2 Witte, Wolf, et al., MPCP Longitudinal Educational Growth Study Third Year Report (Apr. 2010); Witte, Wolf, et al., MPCP Longitudinal Educational 
Growth Study Second Year Report (Mar. 2009); Witte, Wolf, et al., MPCP Longitudinal Education Growth Study Baseline Report (Feb. 2008); Witte, 
Achievement Effects of Milwaukee Voucher Program (Feb. 1997); Witte, et al., Fifth Year Report Milwaukee Parental Choice Program (Dec. 1995). 
3 Plucker, et al., Evaluation of the Cleveland Scholarship and Tutoring Program, Summary Report 1998-2004 (Feb. 2006); Evaluation of the Cleveland 
Scholarship and Tutoring Program, Executive Report 1998-2002 (Feb. 2006). 
4 2010 U.S. Dep’t of Ed. Report  at xxvi-xxvii, 19-20, 35-4, 44-52. 
5 Results Show Wis. Voucher Students Test Poorly, NECN.com, Mar. 29, 2011, http://www.necn.com/03/29/11/Results-show-Wis-voucher-students-test-
p/landing_scitech.html?&blockID=3&apID=595cd84ce0754978b5436663b87ed67a  (emphasis added). 
6 Id. 
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Vouchers limited to students with special needs, such as Florida’s “McKay Scholarships for Students with 
Disabilities” and the Ohio autism voucher, have also failed to improve the education of these students..7  A 
March 2008 study of the Ohio autism voucher concluded that it is not “sound education policy,” that it 
“exacerbates inequality,” and that it “should not be emulated in other states.”8  Similarly, a 2007 study found 
that the McKay voucher was “seriously flawed”9 and created “[m]ore [p]roblems [t]han [s]olutions.”10 
 
Vouchers Undermine IDEA Protections 
A voucher for students with special needs runs contrary to IDEA’s fundamental purpose as a civil rights law—to 
bring students with disabilities into the public school system, provide them access to the general education 
curriculum, and protect against the history of exclusion of students with disabilities from public schools.  
Vouchers place students in private schools—institutions that do not have to follow the same inclusionary 
practices as public schools—and thus may isolate students with disabilities from their nondisabled peers.  With 
the Ohio autism voucher, for example, fully 75% of claims for vouchers were for use at providers “created to 
primarily or exclusively serve disabled students.”11   
 
In addition, students who leave the public schools with a voucher are considered to be parentally placed in the 
private school, and thus forfeit many of the protections provided to students under the Individuals with 
Disabilities Education Act (IDEA).  Students accepting vouchers would not necessarily receive all of the 
services that are listed on their individualized education plans (IEPs) that they are currently receiving in their 
public school.  Also, when members of the IEP team, which includes the parents, cannot agree on the services 
that a child should receive, the parents have the right to bring their concerns before a hearing officer and 
ultimately to take the school district to court.  Students who are parentally placed in a private school through a 
voucher, however, do not have similar due process protections.  Furthermore, if a school district determines 
through the evaluation and IEP process that it cannot adequately provide the necessary services for a student 
with disabilities in its school system, then that child could be placed by the IEP team in a private school, with all 
the protections of IDEA and at no cost to the student’s family.  In contrast, when a student attends a private 
school using a voucher, the parent must pay all tuition and fees above the costs covered by the voucher—the 
disparity between the voucher amount and the actual cost of the student’s education is usually significant.  
 
Vouchers Would Reduce Impact Aid for All Federally Connected Schools 
A voucher for students of military families would reduce the payments provided under the Federal Impact Aid 
Program, which currently funds school districts with concentrations of federally-connected students.  A voucher 
for students of military families would reduce the number of military students in the public schools, thereby 
reducing the percentage of federally-connected students and decreasing the amount of Impact Aid funding 
provided.  At the same time, even with some students leaving for private schools, public schools would be 
unable to reduce administrative costs or eliminate teacher positions.  Thus, vouchers would place a great 
financial burden on the local community, which would be left to fund the public schools both with an already 
low level of state and local tax revenue and with reduced or possibly no Impact Aid whatsoever. 
 
The voucher would not just affect school districts with military bases; it would also reduce overall Impact Aid 
funding.  Fewer students in public schools would, according to the statutorily-required calculations, reduce the 
overall funding of the program.  The result would be a decrease in payments for all federally connected school 
districts, including districts serving residents on Indian Lands.  
 
NCPE believes that instead of sending federal money to private schools, money should instead be invested in the 
public schools. We also note that despite receiving public money, the participating private schools are not 
subject to all federal civil rights laws, and do not abide by the same public accountability standards, including 
those in the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act, that all public schools must meet.  We also believe that 

                                                 
7 Policy Matters Ohio, Analyzing Autism Vouchers in Ohio, Executive Summary, 2 (Mar. 2008); Sara Mead, Information Underload: Florida’s Flawed 
Special-Ed Voucher Program, Education Sector 1 (June 2007).   
8 Analyzing Autism Vouchers in Ohio, 41 and Executive Summary, 2. 
9 Sara Mead, Information Underload: Florida’s Flawed Special-Ed Voucher Program, Education Sector 1 (June 2007).  
10 Id. at 6. 
11 Id. 
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vouchers raise serious religious liberty concerns because when vouchers fund religious schools, taxpayer dollars 
support the schools’ religious education and mission, violating the consciences of those taxpayers who disagree 
with the religious teachings of those schools.12 
 
If school districts are not following the legal requirements established by IDEA, the better solution is to find 
more effective ways to enforce the laws that already exist, not to create ”carve outs” for a few students.  The 
goal should be to help all families navigate the system rather than create a separate system with fewer 
protections and less accountability.  Indeed, the funding proposed for the voucher program could be better used 
to make systematic improvements that would help all military families with children with disabilities.  For 
example, the funds could be transferred to the budget line items for Impact Aid for Students with Disabilities or 
Impact Aid for Students with Severe Disabilities, or could be used to staff the Office of Support for Military 
Families with Special Needs.   
 
The organizations listed below respectfully ask that you oppose Amendment #94 to the National Defense 
Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 2012 (H.R. 1540), which would create a $10 million voucher program for 
military dependent children with special education needs. 
 
Thank you for your consideration of our views on this important issue. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
African American Ministers in Action 
American Association of School Administrators 
American Association of University Women (AAUW) 
American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) 
American Federation of Labor-Congress of Industrial Organizations (AFL-CIO) 
American Federation of School Administrators 
American Federation of State, County and Municipal Employees 
American Federation of Teachers 
American Humanist Association 
American Jewish Committee 
Americans for Democratic Action 
Americans for Religious Liberty 
Americans United for Separation of Church and State 
Anti-Defamation League 
Association of Educational Service Agencies 
Baptist Joint Committee for Religious Liberty  
Center for Inquiry 
Christian Education Ministry of Disciples Home Missions, Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) 
Clearinghouse on Women’s Issues 
Council for Exceptional Children 
Council of Great City Schools 
Disciples Justice Action Network 
Equal Partners in Faith 
Family and Children’s Ministries, Disciples Home Missions, Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) 
Feminist Majority 
Interfaith Alliance 
Lawyers’ Committee for Civil Rights Under Law 
National Association of Elementary School Principals 

                                                 
12 For example, 80 percent of the students in the D.C. voucher program attend faith-based schools.  2010 U.S. Dep’t of Ed. Report at 17-18. 
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National Association of Federally Impacted Schools 
National Association of Secondary School Principals 
National Association of State Directors of Special Education 
National Black Justice Coalition 
National Alliance of Black School Educators 
National Center for Lesbian Rights 
National Council of Jewish Women 
National Education Association 
National Organization for Women 
National Parent Teacher Association 
National Rural Education Advocacy Coalition 
National Rural Education Association 
National School Boards Association 
People For the American Way 
Public Education Network 
School Social Work Association of America 
Secular Coalition for America 
Union for Reform Judaism 
Unitarian Universalist Association of Congregations 
United Church of Christ Justice & Witness Ministries 
Women of Reform Judaism 
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Quality controls lacking for D.C. schools 

accepting federal vouchers 

By Lyndsey Layton and Emma Brown, Published: November 17  

Congress created the nation’s only federally funded school voucher program in the District to 

give the city’s poorest children a chance at a better education than their neighborhood schools 

offer. 

But a Washington Post review found that hundreds of students use their voucher dollars to attend 

schools that are unaccredited or are in unconventional settings, such as a family-run K-12 school 

operating out of a storefront, a Nation of Islam school based in a converted Deanwood residence, 

and a school built around the philosophy of a Bulgarian psychotherapist. 

At a time when public schools face increasing demands for accountability and transparency, the 

52 D.C. private schools that receive millions of federal voucher dollars are subject to few quality 

controls and offer widely disparate experiences, the Post found. 

Some of these schools are heavily dependent on tax dollars, with more than 90 percent of their 

students paying with federal vouchers. 

Yet the government has no say over curriculum, quality or management. And parents trying to 

select a school have little independent information, relying mostly on marketing from the 

schools. 

The director of the nonprofit organization that manages the D.C. vouchers on behalf of the 

federal government calls quality control “a blind spot.”  

“We’ve raised the question of quality oversight of the program as sort of a dead zone, a blind 

spot,” said Ed Davies, interim executive director of the D.C. Children and Youth Investment 

Trust Corp. “Currently, we don’t have that authority. It doesn’t exist.” 

Republicans in Congress established the D.C. voucher program eight years ago to demonstrate 

the school-choice concepts that the party has been espousing since the 1950s. Vouchers were 

once thought to be moribund, but came roaring to life in 2010 in states where Republicans took 

control. Fourteen states have created voucher programs or expanded existing ones in recent 

years.  

javascript:%20history.go(-1)
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Some states, such as Wisconsin, now include middle-class families in their voucher programs. 

Other states, including Virginia, have begun indirectly steering public dollars to private schools 

by offering tax credits to those who donate to scholarship funds.  

In some cases, the public has pushed back against the idea of routing state dollars from public to 

private schools. Legal challenges are pending in Colorado and Indiana. In the November 

elections, Florida voters rejected a ballot amendment that would have permitted tax dollars to 

flow to religious institutions, including parochial schools. That would have enabled the state to 

revive a voucher program that had been declared unconstitutional in 2006 by its highest court. 

Yet Florida continues to offer vouchers for disabled students who want to attend private schools 

and awards tax credits to corporations that donate to private-school scholarship programs.  

In the District, it’s clear that vouchers have provided many children with an education at well-

established private schools that otherwise would have been out of reach, and their parents rave 

about the opportunity. Of the 1,584 District students now receiving vouchers, more than half 

attend Catholic schools and a handful are enrolled at prestigious independent schools such as 

Sidwell Friends, where President Obama sends his daughters. 

But the most comprehensive study of the D.C. program found “no conclusive evidence” that the 

vouchers improved math and reading test scores for those students who left their public schools.  

The study, released by the U.S. Department of Education in 2010, found that voucher students 

were more likely to graduate than peers without vouchers, based on data collected from families. 

And parents reported that their children were safer attending the private schools, though the 

students themselves perceived no difference. 

Congress set aside $20 million for the D.C. voucher program this year. Since 2004, the federal 

government has appropriated $133 million for the program. 

Private schools that participate in the D.C. program don’t have to disclose the number of voucher 

students they enroll or how much public money they receive, and many declined to release such 

information to The Post.  

While public schools must report test scores and take action when they don’t meet goals, private 

schools participating in the D.C. voucher program are insulated from such interference. 

The schools must administer a single standardized test, but can choose the type. Those scores are 

not made public, and schools can stay in the voucher program no matter how their students fare.  

Schools that accept vouchers are required to hold a certificate of occupancy and employ teachers 

who are college graduates, but they do not have to be accredited. The Post found that at least 

eight of the 52 schools are not accredited. 

Parents, not the government, should determine a school’s quality, according to Kevin Smith, a 

spokesman for House Speaker John A. Boehner (R-Ohio), a proud product of Catholic schools 

who designed the voucher program. “Our belief is that parents — when provided appropriate 

http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2008/11/21/AR2008112103248.html
http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/pubs/20104018/pdf/20104019.pdf


information — will select the best learning environment for their children,” he wrote in an e-

mail.  

At Archbishop Carroll High School, where 40 percent of students receive vouchers, principal 

Mary Elizabeth Blaufuss agrees. “The question is, to what extent do we trust parents to make 

educational decisions for their kids?” she said. 

Santa Carballo knew little about the Academia de la Recta Porta before enrolling her daughter, 

Emma, through the voucher program. She chose it because it was across the street from the 

Catholic school for boys that her son attends, also with a voucher, and it seemed better than a 

neighborhood public school that has failed for years to meet achievement targets.  

“This is private, it’s good,” said Carballo, an immigrant from El Salvador who works as a 

waitress and struggles with English. “It’s more intelligent. And it’s religious, it’s good. I’m so 

happy.” 

A nondenominational Christian school, the Academia charges $7,100 a year and occupies a soot-

stained storefront between a halal meat shop and an evening wear boutique on a busy stretch of 

Georgia Avenue NW near the Maryland line.  

The K-12 school consists of two classrooms. A drum set and keyboard are stowed in a corner for 

music class; for gym, students travel nearly two miles down Georgia Avenue to the city’s Emery 

Recreation Center.  

Annette and Reginald Miles founded the unaccredited school 13 years ago. He is the pastor of 

the associated church, she is the school director, their daughter is a teacher and their grandson is 

a student. 

Annette Miles declined to say how many of her 70 students receive vouchers. If the program 

were to end, the Academia would “have to stretch with fundraising” to continue operating, she 

said. 

To be eligible for a voucher, families must qualify for food stamps or meet other income 

requirements. 

Through the D.C. program, the federal government pays about $8,000 a year for each elementary 

school student and $12,000 for high schoolers. That’s less than the $18,000 a year it costs to 

educate one child in the D.C. Public Schools. Many of the participating private schools do not 

offer costly services for children with disabilities, who make up about 18 percent of the DCPS 

school population. 

The voucher payments are enough to cover tuition at most Catholic schools, which enroll about 

52 percent of D.C. voucher students. But they pay only a fraction of costs at elite institutions 

such as the Sheridan School in Northwest D.C., where charges can reach about $30,000 a year. 



Tiblez Berhane has a daughter in eighth grade who is attending Sheridan with a voucher and 

financial aid from the school. “It’s wonderful,” said Berhane, an immigrant from Eritrea who 

works in a day-care center. “We could never afford this.” 

While Sheridan, Sidwell Friends and the Washington International School each have one 

voucher student, the Academy for Ideal Education depends almost entirely on the federal 

program. 

Founder Paulette Jones-Imaan created the school more than two decades ago, aiming to provide 

a nurturing environment with small classes and a learning model known as “Suggestopedia,” a 

philosophy of learning developed by Bulgarian psychotherapist Georgi Lozanov that stresses 

learning through music, stretching and meditation. Jones-Imaan melds that philosophy with an 

African-flavored approach that includes students addressing teachers as “Mama” and “Baba,” 

honorifics meaning mother and father. 

Jones-Imaan also founded a K-12 public charter school, Ideal Academy, based on the same 

educational philosophy, in 1999. She served on the board for more than a decade. 

But the charter school ran into trouble. Last year, the D.C. Public Charter School Board 

threatened to close it because of chronic poor performance. Ideal Academy agreed to shutter its 

high school, which had a particularly poor record, in order to keep its lower grades open. The 

preschool-8th grade Ideal Academy was classified as “inadequate” this year by the city’s charter 

officials, which means it could be closed if it doesn’t improve.  

Meanwhile, the private Academy for Ideal Education continues on. More than 90 percent of its 

approximately 60 students are paying the $11,400 tuition with vouchers, Jones-Imaan said. “If 

this program were to end, this school would end,” she said.  

While some schools have libraries, art studios and athletic fields, the Muhammad University of 

Islam occupies the second floor of a former residence east of the Anacostia River. The 

unaccredited K-8 school is supported by the Nation of Islam, according to director Stephanie 

Muhammad.  

Parents choose the school because of its small classes, safety and strict discipline, she said.  

About one-third of the 55 students hold vouchers. Few of the others can afford the $5,335 annual 

tuition, Muhammad said. They are asked to help defray tuition by raising funds. Last month, they 

sold pizzas. This month, it’s coffee and tea.  

The classrooms are small, located in what were perhaps once bedrooms. On the walls are posters 

of Louis Farrakhan, the controversial leader of the Nation of Islam.  

On a recent visit, the only bathroom in the school had a floor blackened with dirt and a sink 

coated in grime. The bathtub was filled with paint cans and cleaning supplies concealed by a 

curtain.  



Muhammad said in a subsequent interview that the bathroom is used only in emergencies, and 

students typically use a restroom on the floor below in a day-care center that she had previously 

described as unrelated to the school.  

Kevin P. Chavous, a former D.C. Council member and now a senior adviser to American 

Federation for Children, which lobbies for voucher programs nationwide, said schools receiving 

public funds should meet quality standards. But supporters of the D.C. program have been 

focused on overcoming political challenges, he said. 

“There should be some accountability measures in all these programs,” Chavous said. “Our 

biggest challenge has been the constant threats to shut this down before we can even measure the 

schools.”  

Since Congress created the voucher program in 2004, Boehner and Sen. Joseph I. Lieberman (I-

Conn.) have regularly wrestled with Democrats over its fate. Republicans and Lieberman want to 

expand the program; Democrats want to phase it out.  

“Our goal is to provide a quality education to all children — not just a few — which is why the 

Obama administration does not believe vouchers are the answer to America’s educational 

challenges,” said Justin Hamilton, a spokesman for Education Secretary Arne Duncan.  

Del. Eleanor Holmes Norton (D) and D.C. Mayor Vincent C. Gray (D) also are opposed to the 

voucher program, saying public dollars should go toward improving public schools where they 

can help the most students.  

Still, the program has offered some children a crucial path out of troubled city schools.  

Ophelia Johnson and her daughters were homeless when she learned about the voucher program. 

She obtained vouchers for both her daughters and enrolled them at the Calvary Christian 

Academy, which she credits with providing her children a secure, caring and consistent 

environment as she pulled her life together. 

“It’s wonderful,” Johnson said about the voucher program that allowed her daughters to attend 

the academy. “The atmosphere, the education, and it’s also a Christian school. They taught my 

girls.”  

Now, Johnson is employed, newly remarried and living with her daughters in a condominium on 

Capitol Hill. Her older daughter, Tabitha, is applying to colleges. 

“She’ll be the first to go in the family,” Johnson said, pride in her voice. 
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