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Educational Choice  

Educational choice programs, around for 150 years, empower parents to remove their students from 

poorly-performing – and sometimes dysfunctional – public schools to enroll them in schools that are 

better fits. They allow public education funds to follow students to schools or services that best fit their 

needs, whether public, private, charter, home, or any other learning environment parents choose for their 

students.  

The vast majority of American’s school experiences are with public school districts, although these 

school ranked last in satisfaction.  More than 8 out of 10 American students attend public district schools, 

but only 3 out of 10 parents said they would choose a district school as a first preference. 

School choice programs encompass Educational Savings Accounts (ESA), vouchers, tax-credit 

scholarships, individual tax credits, individual tax deductions and open enrollment, are often based on 

family income level or student disability status, and allow parents to use public dollars to pay for private 

school tuition costs or other educational expenses.  

Approximately 482,000 students in 1918 used ESAs, vouchers, and tax credits in 64 programs across 31 

states and Washington D.C.  

ESAs 

ESAs gained national prominence in 2011 when Arizona created the first program.  ESAs allow parents 

to withdraw students from public district or charter schools and receive a deposit of public funds into a 

government-authorized saving account. Funds can be used to cover school tuition and fees, online 

learning programs, private tutoring, educational therapies, community college costs, and other higher 

education expenses. 

As of July 2019, 146 analyses by outcome type have been published and reviewed.   62% of American 

support an ESA system.   Low-income earners (70%) are more likely to support ESAs than middle-

income earners (55%) and high-income earners (61%).  Of those in favor of ESAs, 71% say they give 

access to schools that have better academics (32%), permit more freedom and flexibility for parents 

(27%), and allow access to schools that provide more individual attention (20%).18,706 used ESAs in the 

year ending in 2019.  

 

18,706 used ESAs in the year ending in 2019.  

Vouchers 

Vouchers give parents a portion of public funding set aside for their students’ education to choose private 

schools. State funds usually are delivered in the form of vouchers to pay partial or full tuition at private 
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Vouchers 

Vouchers give parents a portion of public funding set aside for their students’ education to 

choose private schools. State funds usually are delivered in the form of vouchers to pay partial or 

full tuition at private schools, including religious and non-religious options.  

Vouchers gained prominence in 1990 with the creation of Milwaukee’s Parental Choice 

Program. Interestingly, two programs existed prior to that; Vermont’s (1869) and Maine’s 

(1873).    

According to the National Center for Learning Disabilities, student participation in voucher 

programs has more than doubled since 2010 with 188,424 vouchers used in the 2018-19 school 

year. 

An analysis of 19 research studies examining 11 school choice programs across the globe in 

2016 found “statistically significant achievement effects” from the use of vouchers. 

Another analysis in June 2015 found that 61% of Americans say they support school vouchers 

compared to 33% who oppose school choice. 65% of suburbanites as compared with 54% of 

urbanites are supportive of vouchers.  Young (67%) and middle-aged (65%) adults are more 

favorable toward school vouchers than seniors (49%).  Low-income earners (66%) are 

significantly more supportive of vouchers than high-income earners.  School parents (42%) and 

middle-aged adults (41%) are most likely to say they “strongly favor” vouchers. Seniors (30%) 

and higher-income earners (29%) say they “strongly oppose” school vouchers.   

The most commonly cited reasons for supporting school vouchers are “access to schools having 

better academic outcomes” (38%) and “more freedom and flexibility for parents (28%).  

Over the past 4 years, Americans have become twice as likely to support vouchers as before. 
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Tax-Credit Scholarships 
Tax-credit scholarships gained national prominence in 1997 when Arizona created the nation’s 

first program.  Tax-credit scholarships allow taxpayers to receive full or partial tax credits when 

they donate to non-profits that provide private school scholarships.  Eligible taxpayers can be 

individuals or businesses. The amount of tax credit is capped at an amount determined by 

legislature which affects the availability and size of scholarships.   

 According to analyses, Americans are more than twice as likely to support a tax-credit 

scholarship than they are to oppose one. 60% of respondents said they supported reform as 

compared to 29% who said they oppose tax-credit scholarships.  Urbanites (72%) are 

significantly more favorable toward tax-credit scholarships than suburbanites (57%) and small-

town residents (50%).  Young adults (72%) are significantly more supportive of tax-credit 

scholarships than middle-aged adults (61%) and seniors (47%). 

274,983 tax-credit scholarships were awarded across the country in the school year ending in 

2019. 

Individual Tax Credits 
Individual Tax Credits allow parents to receive state income tax relief for approved educational 

expenses which can include private school tuition, books, supplies, computers, tutors, and 

transportation. Tax credits lower the total tax one owes.   

An estimated 489,206 claimed tax credits in 2016. 

Individual Tax Deductions 
Individual tax deductions for educational expenses started in Minnesota in 1955. Individual tax 

deductions, like individual tax credits, allow parents to receive state income tax relief for 

approved educational expenses, which can include private school tuition, books, supplies, 

computers, tutors and transportation. Tax deductions reduce one’s total taxable income. 

The estimated number of tax returns claiming deductions was 412,846 in 2016. 
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Are school choice programs effective? 
Researchers have studied school choice programs for decades to determine their effectiveness.  

Looking at test scores alone (which is only part of the story about a student’s schooling 

experience), the vast majority find school choice programs help improve students’ academic 

performance, especially over time.   

Of 26 studies that examined the competitive effects of school choice, 24 found positive effects, 1 

found no visible effect, and 1 found negative effects. 

11 studies examined whether school choice programs have an effect on students’ tolerance for 

the rights of others, civic knowledge, engagement in criminal activity, civic participation 

volunteerism, social capital, civic skills, voter registration, voter turnout, and patriotism.  Six 

found positive effects, five found no visible effect, and none found negative effects. 

Seven studies examined the effect of school choice programs on racial and ethnic diversity in 

schools.  Six found positive results, one was unable to detect any effects, and none found 

negative effects. 

Of 28 studies examining school choice impact on parent satisfaction, 26 found positive results, 0 

found null results, and two found overall negative outcomes. 

52 studies examined whether school choice programs generate net savings, net costs, or are cost-

neutral to taxpayers.  Forty-seven found programs generated savings for taxpayers, four found 

them cost neutral, and one found private school choice programs generated net costs. 

What are the arguments against school choice? 
To be sure, there are oft-repeated complaints about school choice, but what does the research 

say? 

1.  A common complaint is that choice programs take money from the public schools.  

No empirical study, however, has found that either taxpayers or public schools take a 

hit. Choice programs simply allow funds to follow students.  Public schools, with or 

without choice programs, only receive funding for students enrolled.   

 

There is, incidentally, no empirical research that suggests public schools would 

improve with more money directed at them.  Additional spending does not improve 

student academic choice, as evidenced most recently by the Obama Administration’s 

School Improvement Grant Program which devoted seven billion dollars into the 

nation’s worst performing public schools.  The Department of Education study 

released by the Obama Administration found that the program failed to produce any 

meaningful results.  There was no significant improvement in test scores, graduation 

rates, or college enrollment compared with similar schools not receiving the funds. 
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2. Another myth is that choice programs do not improve academic outcomes, and, 

furthermore, that these programs actually impede academic performance. In truth, the 

overwhelming preponderance of empirical evidence demonstrates that choice 

programs improve academic outcomes for those who participate in them. 

3. Some claim there is no evidence that competition from choice schools encourages 

traditional public schools to improve. 

 

Actually, of 34 empirical studies of the effect of choice on traditional public schools, 

32 found that choice programs render a positive effect on public schools. 

 

4.  Another misconception is that choice programs pull only the brightest and best 

students from schools, leaving the most disadvantaged and difficult-to-educate 

students.   

 

In reality, choice programs primarily aid disadvantaged students, especially those 

with special needs or from low-income backgrounds.   Programs are frequently 

designed with low-income and special needs students in mind. 

 

As of 2017, 24 of 50 choice programs in the country limit eligibility to low- and 

moderate-income families.  Another 18 limit eligibility to students with special needs, 

and several more give additional consideration to such students. In 20 of 50 

programs, a significant portion of students must be transferring from public schools,  

 

Clearly, choice programs primarily benefit low-income students who would otherwise 

be consigned to whatever education the school district provides. 

 

5.  Some argue choice programs promote racial segregation. Actually, 9 out of 10 

studies on the impact of segregation found that students move into less racially - 

segregated classrooms.  The remaining study found that school choice has no visible 

effect on racial segregation 

 

Factually, students in traditional public schools are assigned to schools based on their 

zip codes, which are often racially homogeneous; students in predominantly minority 

neighborhoods go to school with predominantly minority classmates.  Less integrated 

neighborhoods lead to less integrated public schools, and, in fact, American schools 

remain “staggeringly segregated by race and color.” 

 

School choice programs break the link between housing and access to quality 

education, has never been found to increase segregation, and most often results in 

more integrated classrooms. 
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What Options Are Available in Tennessee? 

Tennessee offers public, charter, online, home education, inter/intra district transfers, as well as      

ESAs in Metro Nashville and Shelby County schools, and the state's Achievement School District for failing 

public schools. 

 

Inter/Intra District Transfers 

Inter/intra district transfers are granted at the discretion of the local school board.  They may 

require parents to provide transportation, although they may create agreements with other school 

districts.  

What Options Are Available in Hamilton County, 

Tennessee? 
Hamilton County offers all the options that the state offers with the odd exception of ESAs. 

Governor Bill Lee’s ESA plan, enacted in 2019, is set to commence in 2021 in Metro Nashville 

and Shelby County Schools and the state's Achievement School District for failing public 

schools.  Although 78% of Tennesseans support ESAs, Hamilton County and Knox County 

schools were eliminated.  Three politicians, Senator Bo Watson of Hixson, Senator Todd 

Gardenhire, and Representative Patsy Hazlewood were opposed to Hamilton County being 

included.  Gardenhire, a supporter of vouchers since the very early years, was not in favor of 

Hamilton County being included in Lee’s ESA plans because, after numerous meetings with then 

Tennessee Education Commissioner Dr. Candace McQueen, superintendent of Hamilton County 

schools Dr. Bryan Johnson, and chief of the Hamilton County Schools Opportunity Zone Jill 

Levine, agreed to give the system five years, pass or fail, to come out from under state take-over 

status. Hazlewood says she “supported vouchers in the past,” but her objection to Hamilton 

Count’s inclusion in the ESA is that it is “not limited to children in failing schools. With the 

income level set at $60 to $65 thousand dollars, [the program] wouldn’t serve those who need it 

most.” 

Watson’s rationale is unclear and calls to him were not returned. 
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Conclusion 

Educational choice programs shift power from the bureaucrats at state departments of education, 

as well as school districts and unions, and return power to parents, who know better than 

government officials what kind of educational environment will best suit their children’s needs.  

It may be time to reexamine the issue, especially in Hamilton County, Tennessee. 
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