
June 18, 2025

The Honorable Gene L. Dodaro 
Comptroller General  
U.S. Government Accountability Office 
441 G Street, NW 
Washington, D.C. 20548 
 
Dear Comptroller Dodaro:  

We write to request that the Government and Accountability Office (GAO) conduct a study of 
the negative impacts of universal school voucher programs by focusing on at least three states 
that have a universal school voucher program. Universal school voucher programs are those in 
which all students (or their families) in the state can receive public funds, whether through 
appropriated state funds or tax credits, to pay for private school tuition and fees and/or 
homeschooling.

A high-quality public education that equips every child – regardless of their background – with 
the knowledge and skills needed to succeed in the careers and life of their choosing is one of the 
cornerstones of our democracy. In fact, the right to public education is enshrined in each state 
constitution. Serving nearly 50 million children or about 90 percent of all students, public 
schools educate the vast majority of our nation’s students.i And, according to a recent survey, 7 
in 10 Americans support putting more money into public education.ii

Attempts to direct public funding to private school voucher schemes undermine the core purpose 
of public education to ensure that all students – regardless of their background – have an 
equitable opportunity to learn. Instead of expanding access to high-quality learning 
opportunities, school vouchers redirect public funding to unaccountable private schools that can 
decide which children to enroll, shut out rural students, strain state budgets that could be used to 
strengthen the public school system, and lack basic reporting and accountability. 

Yet unelected, right-wing billionaires, such as Betsy DeVos, Jeff Yass, and the Koch brothers, 
have pushed exclusionary, unaccountable, opaque and budget-busting school voucher schemes.iii 
This is despite the fact that since 1967 every ballot initiative to create or expand school vouchers 
has failed when put to the voters.iv Most recently, in the November 2024 election, voters in 
Colorado, Kentucky, and Nebraska rejected ballot initiatives that would have enabled the 
expansion of school vouchers in their respective states.v This, however, has not stopped many 
Republicans in Congress and their billionaire allies from pushing federal school voucher 
schemes.

School vouchers have a sordid origin in our country as a tool to resist school integration and 
today, have the potential to exacerbate already high levels of racial, ethnic, and socioeconomic 
school segregation. After the U.S. Supreme Court’s unanimous ruling in Brown v. Board of 



Education, which rejected “separate but equal” education, in various states and counties some 
white parents formed private schools to avoid integration. These efforts to avoid integration were
often supported by policies that allowed public funding to be used for vouchers to attend all-
white private schools.vi Today, the role of school vouchers in de facto segregation is deeply 
concerning as research shows that our nation’s public schools are currently highly segregated 
along racial, ethnic, and economic lines. For example, a 2022 GAO report found that more than a
third of students (about 18.5 million) in the U.S. attend a school where 75 percent or more of 
students were of a single race or ethnicity, and 14 percent of students attended schools where 90 
percent or more of students were of a single race or ethnicity.vii The report also found that 80 
percent of schools that were predominately Black, Hispanic, and American Indian/Alaska Native
had a high percentage of students from low-income families. 

In many states with universal school vouchers, basic public reporting on demographic 
information on the students accessing these vouchers is either not publicly available or not 
collected. For example, Arizona does not publish data on the number of students receiving a 
voucher enrolled in private schools, nor which private schools receive vouchers. Failing to report
data about student and school participation obscures information from the public and makes it 
difficult to discern how access varies by geographic area. However, given the small number of 
private schools in rural areas, what we do know from the reporting on where private schools are 
located is that voucher schemes would for the most part leave out students in rural areas as most 
do not live anywhere near a private school.viii 
 
Moreover, vouchers divert much needed funds from public schools and are a ticking time bomb 
for state budgets, ultimately subsidizing private school tuition for those who had been previously
paying for it. Yet, today, Arizona and Florida have some of the largest universal voucher 
programs in the country and, in 2023, North Carolina expanded its voucher program to allow all 
families, regardless of income, to use public funding to send their children to private schools. 
These vouchers come at a hefty cost. 

A recent study that estimated the cost of Arizona’s universal voucher program, known as the 
Empowerment Scholarship Account (ESA) program, found that in the 2023–24 school year the 
ESA program would cost at least $708.5 million.ix This cost is ten times higher than the state’s 
initial estimate of $64.5 million in fiscal year 2024, and beyond the $625 million that the state 
allocated for the program in 2023-24. Moreover, with 71 percent of those accessing the voucher 
having already been enrolled in private school, it is subsidizing private school for those who can 
already afford to pay for it on the backs of the state’s taxpayers. Additionally, in a state where 
9.2 percent of students are English learners, less than 1 percent are utilizing the ESA program. 
Researchers relied on publicly available data, which was scarce, making it difficult to fully 
understand the types of students taking advantage of this program, where the program funds are 
being expended, and the cost to the state. In Florida, about $4 billion is available for voucher 
programs at a time when the state’s funding for public schools has fallen to one of the lowest 
levels in the country.x

Students who attend private schools using vouchers lose many constitutional and statutory rights 
guaranteed to them in public schools. Such rights include protections under Titles IV and VI of 
the Civil Rights Act of 1964, Title IX of the Education Amendments Act of 1972, the Individuals 
with Disabilities Act (IDEA), Title II of the Americans with Disabilities Act, Section 504 of the 



Rehabilitation Act, and the Equal Educational Opportunities Act of 1974. For example, students 
with disabilities forfeit many of the protections provided under IDEA’s right to a free appropriate
public education in the least restrictive environment. These students would not necessarily have 
access to all the services in their individualized education program and parents do not have the 
same due process protections when their child’s needs are not being met.xi

Private schools and homeschools accepting universal school vouchers are not subject to basic 
federal reporting, privacy, quality, and accountability requirements. State requirements also vary,
making it difficult to know little, if anything, about who uses school vouchers to attend private 
school or be homeschooled and the efficacy of these learning opportunities. For example, private
schools and homeschools accepting universal school vouchers are not required to administer 
federally required statewide summative tests that provide insight into students' academic 
achievement nor are they held to the same federally required accountability requirements 
concerning graduation rates, proficiency for English learners, and other measures of academic 
success.

To better understand the negative impact of universal school voucher programs, we ask that the 
GAO analyze universal school voucher programs in at least three states with universal school 
voucher programs and answer the following questions:
 

1. What is the fiscal impact of universal private school voucher programs on each of the 
selected states’ budgets – whether through direct expenditures or forgone tax revenue?
 

2. What demographic information, including race, ethnicity, family income, English learner 
status, disability status, military connected status, and status as a student experiencing 
homelessness, is publicly collected and reported by selected states about recipients of 
universal school vouchers? How does it compare with public school student 
demographics served within each of the selected states?
 

3. In each state what percentage of students accessing universal school vouchers were 
already in private schools or already being homeschooled before receiving such 
vouchers? In each state, what is the average voucher funding amount students have 
received?  
 

4. To what extent do students in urban, suburban, and rural areas in each of the selected 
states have the ability to attend private school in-person throughout the school year? How
does the use of universal school vouchers to attend private school in-person compare 
across urban, suburban, and rural areas in each state? 

5. To what extent do students eligible to attend Bureau of Indian Education (BIE) schools 
and students living on tribal lands have the ability to attend private school in-person 
throughout the school year? How does the use of universal school vouchers to attend 
private school in-person compare between students eligible to attend BIE schools and 
students that are not eligible to attend BIE schools? Additionally, how does the use of 
universal school vouchers to attend private school in-person compare between students 
living on tribal lands and students that do not live on tribal lands?



6. Which schools in each state received universal vouchers and how many vouchers did 
they receive?  

7. What federal and state requirements apply to public schools that also apply to private 
schools, homeschooled students, and students in other forms of private education in each 
of the selected states (e.g. reporting, state-summative academic testing, accountability, 
individualized education programs for students with disabilities, and other civil rights and
educational obligations)?  
 

8. To what extent do universal voucher programs impact segregation and isolation related to
students’ racial, ethnic, socioeconomic, and/or disability status in public schools?

  
Sincerely,

Christopher S. Murphy
United States Senator

Mark Kelly
United States Senator

Bernard Sanders
United States Senator

Robert C. "Bobby" Scott
Member of Congress
Ranking Member, Committee
on Education and Workforce
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