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Save Neighborhood Schools -
Say No to Private School Vouchers!

Public schools welcome and serve all children in local communities for free. They provide vital access
to education and services for the whole community. They teach children and young people the
fundamentals of civic engagement and provide special education services, adult role models, and
extracurricular activities. Local public schools also contribute to vibrant communities by providing
gathering spaces, polling places, hometown sports teams, and locations to hold adult education classes,
health clinics, and other needed services.

Communities strongly support their neighborhood public schools. That’s why closing them is wildly
unpopular.! Time and again, school district leaders who attempt to close schools face heated
opposition campaigns,2 walkouts,? protests,4 and even hunger strikes.’ For decades, communities
have urged policymakers to invest more in their public schools, not leave them behind.

But in recent years, opponents of free and accessible education for all have promoted private school
voucher schemes and the accompanying defunding of public schools.® Voters across the political
spectrum understand that voucher programs threaten their local public schools, which is a major
reason why, during the 2024 election, they rejected vouchers at the ballot box in Kentucky,” Nebraska,®
and Colorado.’

Despite these losses, lawmakers continue to fund unaccountable and rapidly expanding private school
voucher programs at the expense of public schools. As a result, neighborhoods in urban, suburban, and
rural areas are experiencing public school closures.

When neighborhood schools close, students are forced to start over again at a new school farther away
from home and build new relationships with unfamiliar teachers and staff.'? Families often face
hurdles to finding a new school!! or are forced to send elementary-aged students 2 on long bus rides
to a school that is inaccessible for their parents.13 School closures also have negative academic,*
attendance,'® behavioral,'® and economic consequences!” for students. Furthermore, when the only
school in the neighborhood closes, whole communities lose an important gathering place, access to
social and civic services, and representation on and through their local school board.'® In some cases,
a neighborhood or community is existentially threatened.’

page 01 I Save Neighborhood Schools — Say No to Private School Vouchers!



Private School Vouchers Lead to Public School Closures

1. Voucher programs divert limited public dollars to private education. These resources would
otherwise be used to support public schools and other public goods. In many states, public schools
are already inadequately and inequitably funded, and voucher programs exacerbate this
underfunding. ?°

2. Voucher programs contribute to What is a private school voucher?
declines in public school enrollment.”
Declines in enrollment impact state
and federal funding for public
schools, which is partly dependent on
pupil counts. This often leaves school

Vouchers redirect public money to private
educational expenses, such as private school
tuition or homeschooling. Vouchers can take the
form of a tuition coupon, a tax credit, or an
education savings account. No matter the name or
funding mechanism, all vouchers have the same
purpose and effect: to subsidize private education
and undermine public schools.

districts with less money and a higher-
need student population, without
reducing fixed costs such as building

maintenance.??

Private School Vouchers are Bad Public Policy

1.Vouchers are expensive and drain public education budgets. During the 2024-25 school year,
Florida’s voucher programs cost almost $4 billion and diverted an estimated 18% of state public
education funding from school districts.23 In its first full year, Arizona’s universal voucher
program cost the state $708.5 million,?* equal to 11.3% of the state’s education budget while only
serving 6.3% of its students.?®> The cost of vouchers in Arizona is projected to reach $1 billion in
2025-26.2°

2. Vouchers are a handout to the rich. Proponents claim vouchers support low-income
families. But in reality, vouchers are overwhelmingly used by families whose children already
attend private school.?’

3. Vouchers worsen student outcomes. Large-scale studies of voucher programs in Louisiana,
Indiana, and Ohio show that students experienced significant declines in their academic
performance when moving from public to private schools.?® The impact of accepting a
voucher on academic achievement in these programs is on par with - or in some cases worse
than - the learning loss caused by Hurricane Katrina and the COVID-19 pandemic.?®
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4. Vouchers fund discrimination against students and families. Private schools that
participate in voucher programs are not subject to the same anti-discrimination requirements
as public schools and often discriminate against students and families based on disability,
LGBTQ+ status, religion, English fluency, and other characteristics. Also unlike public schools,
private schools can admit or expel students based on ability to pay, discipline record, academic
performance, or for no reason at all. This is intentional. Voucher programs, which were created as
a way to avoid school integration in the mid-twentieth century, were explicit about their goal: to
continue a discriminatory and unequal system of education.3°

5. Vouchers are a scam. Voucher dollars often go to fly-by-night schools opened to grab
voucher money. This volatile business model means these schools are at a higher risk of
closing during the school year, disrupting the lives of students and their families and meaning
the public schools will accept students midyear without the resources to educate them.>*
Moreover, voucher programs waste public funds through well-documented fraud and abuse. >

School Closures Harm Communities, Especially Low-Income
Communities, Communities of Color, and Rural Communities

Research shows that school closures harm children, families, and entire neighborhoods in multiple
ways.2® In addition to creating academic and social disruption for students, school closures reverberate
throughout the community. Not only do neighborhoods lose a community hub, but empty school
buildings can become environmental hazards that fail to generate tax revenue, drive community
investors away, and depress property values.>* Moreover, closures often exacerbate segregation and
inequity in cities, and students whose schools close lose equal access to educational opportunities.3®

While school closures devastate all communities, low-income communities and communities of color
are hit especially hard.3® Even when controlling for “race-neutral” factors like enrollment and test
scores, nationwide, majority-Black schools are disproportionately targeted for closure.3’” Moreover,
those factors most often used to justify closures - enrollment or so-called “utilization” rates, test
scores, graduation rates, facility conditions, and available resources - are stacked against schools that
have been neglected by federal, state, and local policies that result in more money and resources going
to wealthier communities. Low-income communities have disproportionately high populations of
students of color, who are more likely to already attend under-resourced schools.

Rural communities also experience some of the most devastating consequences of voucher programs
and public school closures. In rural areas, where public schools serve as the heart of the community,
school closures mean longer commutes for students to schools far from home, disruptions to student
learning, and reduced involvement in afterschool activities.3® For other residents, school closures
trigger unemployment (public schools are often the largest employer in the community), a loss of civic
and social opportunities,3® and population decline.*® When money is diverted to voucher programs,
public schools also have fewer resources to provide community members with crucial, non-

educational services such as healthcare and nutrition.*!
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Fund Public Schools Instead!

For decades, communities have been demanding
investments in their local public schools, which
welcome and serve everyone. But instead of
adequately funding the existing public school system,
many policymakers - against the wishes of their
constituents - have prioritized funding dangerous and
unaccountable private school voucher programs.

[t doesn’t have to be this way. Policymakers can
choose to provide increased resources to PreK-12
public education to fund evidence-backed programs
and services that improve the lives of students and
their families in a system that is open to all.*

Why are public schools worth
fighting for?

Local public schools provide free, open
access to education. They do not turn
away any children or families. They
are often community hubs. And they
are crucial to community self-
governance: through local school
board elections, parents, guardians
and community members have a say in
what happens in their local public
schools.

Public Funds Public Schools (PFPS) is a national campaign to ensure public funds for education are used

to support and strengthen our nation’s public schools. Education Law Center, which directs the work of
PFPS, is a legal advocacy organization that pursues justice and equity for public school students.

Advancement Project (AP) is a national racial justice organization committed to supporting communities
fighting to keep their neighborhood public schools and working to ensure that our nation’s children are

cared for and provided the robust, liberatory education that they deserve. For 25 years, AP has
documented and pioneered efforts to end the school-to-prison pipeline and fought for true education

justice in our public schools.
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https://advancementproject.org/

Case Studies: Don’t Be Like Florida, Arizona, and Other States That
Have Implemented Universal Voucher Programs

Florida and Arizona recently enacted universal voucher programs.*3 This means any family—regardless
of income or whether their child is already in private school—is eligible for a voucher. After only two
years, these programs have set off a wave of public school closures that are hitting schools that serve
Black, Latine, and working class families first and hardest.

Florida’s universal voucher program cost
almost $4 billion in 2024-25%* and created
budget crises that set off school closures
and mass layoffs in school districts across
the state—including Hillsborough County,4°
Broward County,*® Duval County,*’ and
Miami-Dade County.*®

In many counties, parents used vouchers
for homeschooling or private school tuition
only to re-enroll their children in public
school mid-year. These children returned to
their local public schools without dollars to
educate them.

Parents have filed hundreds of complaints
about the unregulated private voucher
schools that have popped up to grab
voucher money—complaints have included:
“Cleaning lady substituting for teacher” and
“They don’t provide lunch and they don’t
even have a place to eat.”49

Arizona’s universal voucher law, which
took effectin 2022, “blew a massive hole in
Arizona’s budget,”50 and contributed to
declines in public school enrollment costing
districts “hundreds of millions of dollars” in
per-pupil funding.®! The program also set
off a wave of school closures across the
state—Paradise Valley Unified School
District,%2 Roosevelt School District,53
Phoenix Elementary School District,54

and Cave Creek Unified School District®®

all announced school closures, citing
enrollment drops and budget shortfalls.

As in Florida, these vouchers were often
spent at schools that popped up to take
advantage of Arizona’s voucher law, but did
not last the entire school year—scamming
parents and students while wasting limited
state education dollars.56

Smaller-Scale Voucher Programs Also Devastate Public Schools

Iowa: lowa’s voucher program is a
significant contributor to the strain on
public school district budgets—as a result,
districts across the state are considering
school closures.®’ After losing an estimated
$1.3 million in revenue to the state’s
voucher program, lowa City Community
School District closed an elementary school,
delayed curriculum purchases, reduced
staff, and increased class sizes.>8
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West Virginia: After the Hope Scholarship
private school voucher program went into
partial effect in 2023 (it will become
universal in 2026),59 25 school closures
were announced across the state in 2024.60
Officials in Kanawha County reported losing
1,200 students due to the Hope Scholarship
and decided to close six schools in 2024.61
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