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Ideology Over Evidence
The Truth About Vouchers and How They Harm Students

By Josh Cowen

Much of my career as a researcher, writer, and teacher 
has been built on the idea that evidence should 
inform public policy. What works, why, and for 
whom? This was the view with which I leapt, as 

a young scholar, at the chance to join large research projects 
concerning the extraordinarily controversial issue of school 
vouchers: programs that use tax dollars to fund private school 
tuition and expenses. I felt lucky to work on a federally supported 
grant with the express purpose of training young analysts to use 
evidence-based research, while also joining a team that would 
examine Milwaukee’s famous voucher system. 

Looking back two decades later, I think that my youthful 
enthusiasm for evidence use in public policy seems misplaced—
optimistic, for sure, and probably naïve. For in the years leading 
up to the COVID-19 pandemic, some of the largest academic 

declines ever apparent in the education research record, on any 
topic, have been attributable to school vouchers. And yet the 
drumbeat to devote more and more resources to these voucher 
systems remains louder than ever. 

The facts, it would seem, are no match for big-dollar invest-
ments—many of them opaque contributions from extraordinarily 
wealthy individuals who have been pushing voucher plans for-
ward for more than 30 years. Voucher programs are expanding, 
while the evidence against them is mounting.

My contribution with The Privateers (see page 39) is to high-
light the way that vast wealth, virulent ideology—usually Christian 
nationalist in nature, but also a powerful strand of economic lib-
ertarianism—and an insular network of intellectuals, lawyers, and 
lobbyists have advanced an agenda from the rightward fringes of 
education policy into the political median. 

Vast sums of money have supported the academic and other 
research-focused adherents to voucher ideology. That sup-
port—what amounts to industry funding of research to support 
a product—has successfully countered the empirical reality of 
the voucher scheme in many places. But those dollars have not 
been able to change that basic reality. 

Here is that evidence in seven straightforward results: 

1. Today’s Voucher Programs Primarily Support  
Students Who Were Never in Public School 
As the number of states with vouchers grew in the years leading 
up to this book’s publication in 2024, the typical voucher recipi-
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ent had never been in public school. They were already enrolled 
in private school without taxpayer support, were in homeschool, 
or were enrolling in private kindergarten from the start. Esti-
mates uncannily hover around the same figure—roughly 70 
percent—of students in the most recent programs coming from 
private schools in states that have released the data: Arizona, 
Arkansas, Florida, Indiana, Iowa, Missouri, New Hampshire, 
Ohio, and Wisconsin.1 And we know from similar reporting that 
many of the private schools serving such students 
raise tuition once vouchers become law.2

2. The Larger and More Recent the Voucher 
Program Is, the Worse the Academic Results
Between 1996 and 2002, a series of academic papers 
and other reports by one team of pro-voucher 
researchers showed small positive voucher impacts 
on standardized tests. Between 2005 and 2010, two 
major evaluations—one in Milwaukee and the other 
in Washington, DC—found no impacts, whether posi-
tive or negative, on student outcomes. Since 2013, as 
voucher programs nevertheless began to expand, 
studies from multiple evaluation teams have found 
that vouchers cause some of the largest academic 
declines on record in education research. In Louisiana, for 
example, the results from studies modeled as randomized control 
trials—conducted by two separate research teams—found nega-

tive academic impacts as high as –0.40 of a standard deviation.3

A second, federal evaluation in Washington, DC, using that ran-
domized design, and research in Indiana using statistical meth-
ods to measure student outcomes over time, both found impacts 
closer to –0.15 of a standard deviation.4 Results in Ohio using 
similar methods to the Indiana research found academic loss up 
to –0.50 of a standard deviation.5 To put these recent, negative 
impacts in perspective, current estimates of COVID-19’s impact 

on academic trajectories hover around –0.25 of a standard devia-
tion, while Hurricane Katrina’s impact on New Orleans students 
was roughly –0.17 of a standard deviation.6

Vouchers cause some of the 
largest academic declines on 
record in education research. 

I have seen the voucher push play out 
from multiple sides and while wearing 
multiple professional hats. And it is with 

the full weight of that experience—18 years 
now and counting—that I say emphatically: 
there is nothing in education policymaking 
today that comes close to the conservative 
political apparatus accessed by and indeed 

creation of evidence on behalf of school 
vouchers. Because of the fundamental link in 
this present time to broader culture war bat-
tles centered around religious nationalism 

today that voucher advocacy is fundamen-
tally damaging to American civil society. 
Years ago, I was more involved in this cre-
ation than most, and less involved than 
many. I would like to think my small part was 
something less than as an accomplice. But 
certainly, I have been a witness.

One thing is certain: the case for vouch-
ers, whether by scholars, writers, lawyers, 
lobbyists, or billionaire heirs, has always 
been a deliberate construction. It is the archi-
tecture of an assault on public education as 

detail the history of that assault, from Milton 
Friedman’s 1955 essay proposing school 
vouchers (which he promoted as a way to 

avoid school integration) to today’s drive for 
“educational freedom,” which includes not 
only vouchers but also book bans, marginal-
ization of LGBTQ+ families, and censored 
curricula on issues of race and diversity.

I also reveal who is behind all these ef-
forts, sharing familiar and not-so-familiar 
names. The economic politics of Charles 
Koch quite literally meets the religious poli-
tics of groups like Betsy DeVos’s family, the 
Family Research Council, the Southern Bap-
tist Convention, and the Christian Coalition 
through an organization called the Council 
for National Policy (CNP), which has mem-
bers from media organizations, think tanks, 
political strategists, and extraordinarily 
wealthy donors focused on fundamentalist 
policy goals. What they have in common is a 
shared progressive enemy (usually but not 
always the Democratic Party), antipathy to-
ward regulatory government, hostility toward 
labor unions, and a wariness of demographic 
change they believe to come at a cost to their 
economic interests and social values.

Education is an intersection for these 
ideological pathways because—as with 
Brown v. Board of Education and broader de-
segregation efforts—it is in education that 
social values form. Above all, members of 

an active, even aggressive, approach to the 
use of wealth to further their aims in the po-
litical arena, particularly in state legislatures 

much of the mechanics of education policy 
form and function.

–J. C.
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Similarly, although earlier studies—including one for which 
I was the lead author—found evidence that vouchers may mod-
estly improve educational attainment (high school completion 
or college enrollment), more recent research has found no attain-
ment impacts in either direction.7 Moreover, the mechanism 
behind any improvement is ambiguous, especially in the face of 
substantially negative test score results. If a small voucher advan-
tage is apparent, it may be due to pipeline impacts—religiously 
affiliated high schools sending students to religiously affili-
ated colleges nearby. And research is clear that the attainment 
advantage exists primarily for students who don’t leave voucher 
programs—a major source of potential selection bias in even the 
randomized studies.8 

3. Financially Distressed Private Schools  
Explain Negative Student Results 
Research shows that vouchers create new markets for pop-up 
school providers, opening specifically to cash in on the taxpayer 
subsidy.9 The schools that existed before—if they accept vouchers 
at all—tend to be financially distressed, with the voucher program 

acting as something of a bailout.10 Research from Milwaukee, 
on the country’s oldest program, has shown that 41 percent of 
private schools accepting vouchers closed during the program’s 
life span.11 The average time to failure was four years for pop-up 
schools opening after that program expanded and eight years for 
preexisting schools. Financial distress is one reason that academic 
research predicted what media reporting has shown in newer 

voucher programs: that private schools raise their tuition when 
taxpayers begin subsidizing costs via vouchers.12 

4. The Most Vulnerable Kids Suffer High Voucher  
Turnover—Or Are Pushed Out of Voucher Schools 
When it comes to vouchers, the decision is as much about the 
school’s choice as parental choice. Much of the early debate on 
school vouchers—and about school choice more generally—
concerned the concept of “cream-skimming.” The idea behind 
that unfortunate phrase was that private schools had incentives 
to admit relatively advantaged students over disadvantaged peers. 
Research on early programs that had limits on income to be eligi-
ble for a voucher found little to suggest that cream-skimming fears 
played out—at least insofar as they related to family resources.13 
Instead, the evidence shows high rates of student turnover 
within and between school years for voucher-using children. 
In two studies, my own research team found not only that rates 
of student exit from Milwaukee’s voucher program approached 
20 percent annually but that those former voucher students saw 
academic improvements once they returned to public schools.14 

Who were those children who gave up their voucher? 
They tended to be students of color, lower-income 
students, and those with relatively low test scores.15 
Reports from Florida, Indiana, and Louisiana have 
found similarly high annual exit rates.16 Investigative 
reporting has also identified student pushout as one 
way that voucher schools manipulate their enrollment 
to get the students they want. Reports show that stu-
dents with disabilities and students who identify (or 
whose parents identify) as LGBTQ+ have been asked 
to leave voucher programs after a more transparent 
admissions process has let them into the school.17 

5. Oversight Improves Voucher Performance 
Since the dismal voucher results began appear-
ing more than a decade ago, a major talking point 
among voucher advocates has been attributing that 
academic harm to “overregulation.”18 The idea largely 
concedes that, in past programs, voucher-accepting 
private schools were financially distressed, lower-
quality providers. But that concession holds that 
government oversight on issues like admissions 
standards (which include enrollment rules against 
discrimination) or standardized testing kept out more 
effective providers. The problem with the “overregu-
lation” theory is that it’s untested. In fact, to this day, 
the only empirical evidence of the effects of account-
ability on a voucher program comes from our team 
in Milwaukee, which found that, once a new law 
requiring No Child Left Behind–style performance 
reporting applied to the voucher program—and once 

private school outcomes were listed by school name, as in the 
public sector—voucher academic outcomes rose dramatically.19 
It is partly through oversight policies like Wisconsin’s that we 
have some explanation for negative voucher impacts: there, for 
example, many of the lowest-scoring students in STEM subjects 
on the state exam were using vouchers to attend schools teaching 
creationism as their science curriculum.20 

Private schools raise their  
tuition when taxpayers begin 
subsidizing costs via vouchers. 
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6. Parents Looking for Academic Quality  
Struggle to Find Room in Private Schools 
The pattern of academic loss for voucher students 
raises the question of what parents actually want. 
Studies from New Orleans are especially useful, 
because researchers at and affiliated with Tulane 
University have been able to use school application 
data to study how parents make priorities.21 Those 
results indicate that, although parents do consider 
school features like demographics, safety, size, and 
distance to home, the academic performance of the 
school remains a determining factor in the way they 
rank preferences.22 Similar results have been found 
in Washington, DC, as well.23 Unfortunately, that evi-
dence also suggests that there simply are not enough 
effective private schools to go around—perhaps a 
more practical explanation for dismal voucher results 
than ideological arguments about regulation.24 

7. Voucher-Induced Competition Raises 
Public School Outcomes Somewhat—But 
the Evidence for Directly Funding Vulnerable 
Public Schools Is Stronger 
Finally, for those hoping for a bright side to vouchers, 
there is modest evidence that voucher programs com-
pel small improvements in public school achievement 
outcomes through competitive pressures. Such results 
have been found in Louisiana and Florida.25 In these 
papers, statistically significant impacts of competitive pressure 
are most apparent in low-income communities that stand to lose 
substantial funding from voucher programs. However, if the goal 
is to simply improve public school outcomes, studies showing the 
impact of directly funding public schools are far more prevalent.26 
Providing more resources to begin with helps students more than 
pitting vulnerable communities against each other to compete 
for scarce dollars.

Looking Ahead 
What would it mean to offer an evidence-based but also equity-
based and ethical alternative to the deceptive simplicity of 
parents’ rights and private school choice as a cure-all? Any sug-
gestion I have would draw from the old adage “You get what you 
pay for,” and from the Gospel of Matthew: Where our treasure is, 
there our hearts will be also. 

Fund public schools. It really is that simple. In as much as the 
last decade of rigorous evidence on school vouchers has identified 
some of the largest academic losses in the research record, the last 
decade has also solidified a growing consensus among experts 
that the more money we spend on schools, the better off children 
are, not simply academically, but in later-life outcomes like higher 
wages and fewer encounters with the criminal justice system. 

In the last several years, study after study takes that conclusion 
further. Academic outcomes improve dramatically.27 Educational 
attainment levels rise.28 Later-in-life incomes grow for workers 
who were children when policymakers decided to spend new dol-
lars on their public schools.29 Poverty levels fall, and the chances 
that those children will commit future crimes and become incar-

cerated fall with them.30 When states take on the task of spending 
equalization across local districts, intergenerational economic 
mobility improves.31 And we know that when school spending 
declines—as in an economic recession—the results are equally 
apparent in the opposite direction: cuts to public school fund-
ing stall academic progress.32 That means that even the best-case 
scenario for school voucher impacts—evidence that vouchers will 
spur improvement when public and private schools compete for 
scarce financial resources—is in the long run a failed strategy for 
educational opportunity.33 And not all dollars are created equal: 
intergenerational mobility depends on states leveling the playing 
field for districts with different access to resources.34 That means 
that voucher plans that move state funds into private schools and 
leave public districts with only a local funding base—even if that 
base is secure in the short run—are setting those communities up 
for disaster when inevitable economic downturns come. 

Of course, how we spend that money still matters, both in 
terms of the specific funding sources and the programs and 
services that money supports. Other books can and do detail 
evidence-based spending targets.35 But my view is from a 
big-picture perspective, and from the standpoint of motivat-
ing renewed investments not only in the operation of public 
education but in its purpose. And from that vantage point, 
answers must form around whole-child approaches, the idea 
of schools as communities, and the idea of learning as a lifelong 
endeavor. Ideas include universal school meals that nourish 
kids throughout the day and alleviate the stigma of poverty; 
school-based health clinics not simply for children but for the 
adults who serve them; weighted-funding formulas that reflect 

Even the best-case scenario  
for school voucher impacts is,  
in the long run, a failed strategy 
for educational opportunity.
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school integration efforts, with states offer-
ing voucher programs to enable parents of 
white children to afford segregated private 
schools.1

Starting in the 1990s, many states 
enacted “modern” voucher programs with 
the claim of supporting students with spe-
cial needs or students in low-income districts, 
offering a small number of these students 
pathways to private school. The number of 
students using vouchers stood at just 11,000 
in 2000 but had increased to over 600,000 
by 2021.2 More recently, legislation has 
broadened the applicant pool for vouchers 
by creating universal programs; as of Janu-
ary 2025, 12 states have programs in which 

any student can use public funds to pay for 
private education.3

While additional costs to provide quality 
education are not problematic, study after 
study has found that voucher programs do 
not improve student achievement. There-
fore, vouchers are not a cost-effective way 
to spend any additional dollars that states 
or localities are willing to commit to K–12 
education. (For details, see “Ideology Over 
Evidence” on page 38.)

Proponents of vouchers have been unde-
terred by the lackluster achievement results 
and often claim school choice is inherently 

4 In addition, they try to claim that 
expanding vouchers would not harm public 

The Hidden Costs of Voucher Programs
How Public School Students Are Harmed

the true cost of educating diverse learners; grow-your-own 
teacher training programs drawing on local talent; and early 
childhood investments alongside after-school and summer 
school programs that recognize education is no longer just 8 
a.m. to 3 p.m., Monday through Friday, 180 days a year. Each 
of these has a stronger base of evidence than school vouchers. 
And each in its own way provides a rationale for public educa-
tion that affects daily life. 

Then, because of who and what Christian nationalists are 
attacking (both implicitly and increasingly explicitly) when they 
speak about “education freedom,” there does require a direct 

defense of public education as a matter of human rights. The 
marginalization of LGBTQ+ families, reproductive rights, envi-
ronmental justice, and histories of underserved communities 
in the United States not only coincides with but is a weapon 
in the attack on public schools. Our national debates on these 
issues are potent because they measure commitments to future 
generations of Americans who will define their own identities 
and their own destinies rather than having their parents and 
grandparents define their futures for them. 

For the endnotes, see aft.org/ae/fall2025/cowen.

BY HILARY WETHING

Universal voucher programs for schools 
are rapidly expanding across the country. 
Under these programs, states give parents 
stipends to either homeschool their chil-
dren or send them to private school. As a 
policy tool, school vouchers have a long and 
questionable history. Following the Brown 
v. Board of Education ruling in 1954, several 
Southern states used vouchers to undermine 
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