
No Accountability, No Transparency: Scholarship Granting 
Organizations under the Federal Voucher Program



IRC 501(c)(3)



Maximum Federal Tax “Incentive” to “Donate” to 
501(c)(3)s Nonprofits

35¢ per $1 . $1 per $1  .

SGOs on governors’ lists 
in states that opt-in

and many more…



Flow of Funds



Lack of accountability is the point.
There are little or no standards around…

• Teacher certification
• Curricula
• Testing
• Anti-discrimination
• Steering vouchers based on genuine financial need



Preliminary Investigative Report
Step Up for Students

March 2021

League of Women Voters of Florida Education Task Force



Largest SFO (Scholarship Funding Organization)
Step Up for Students

Jacksonville, FL

Administers 99% of Florida’s vouchers.
Receives 3% of every voucher.
$1.5B total assets (per IRS990 for 2023)
Audited every 3 years.

Founded in 2002 by John Kirtley
Doug Tuthill is CEO
Well-connected Board of Directors



Florida’s $5B Voucher Program ($8,000 on average)
 Family Empowerment Scholarships 
  Education Savings Accounts (ESA) for tuition & expenses
  Funded from General Revenue
 Tax Credit Scholarships 
  Tuition for private schools and transportation
  Funded from corporate sales tax “donations”; vehicle sales taxes

Universal access* – no income requirements nor prior public school enrollment.
Once in – always in; siblings included.
Unspent ESA - can be rolled into a college savings account.
            *over 60% are religious schools



Hiding in plain sight!

• Misleading terminology
 Scholarship = Voucher
 Donation = Dollar for dollar tax credit
 Charity = Money management/marketing firm

• Using taxpayer funds for marketing/lobbying/selling
• Webinars
• Consultants
• Legislative testimony / Rallies at the Capitol
• Campaign contributions
• Vendor links on Step Up’s website
• Corporate marketing



Oversight and supervision - NOT
Monitoring for:
 Enrollment requirements
 Eligible ESA spending on goods and services
 Testing ”requirements” and reporting
 Timely payments to parents and schools
Quality control left to parents:
 Teacher qualifications
 Curriculum content
 Learning outcomes
 Discipline policies
 Safety and security
 Support for students with special needs



Most recent 22-page audit…
30,000 students unaccounted for representing $270M;
DOE paid $655M to Step Up before school started, creating a 
“paying and chasing” system;

At least $7M sent to families before verifying if the student 
was attending private school;
$400M sat, unused, in scholarship accounts;
$2.3M “excess balances” for students with disabilities.

Meanwhile - $47M shortfall for district public schools!!

NO CORRECTIVE ACTION TAKEN!

“Fraudsters, 
unfortunately, have 
discovered our school 
choice program and they 
scammed millions of 
dollars by creating 
fictitious students.” 
Senator Don Gaetz



From public funds to private pockets…









What Do We Know About SGO’s?

• Already exist across states
• Bloated salaries=huge potential 

for grift
• Funded by anonymous donors
• Far-right state infrastructure that 

could fill that role 



SGO’s: Funneling Our Tax Dollars Into Private 
Hands?



Contextualizing Privatization: 
The Big Picture



The 
strategy: 
undermine 
public 
education

Vouchers Test-based 
accountability

Pay-for-
performance

Fast track 
certification

White-washed 
curriculum Censorship

Underfunding Safety Higher 
Education



How?

Think Tanks: State Policy Network

Legislation: ALEC

Advocacy: American Federation for Children

Political Engagement: Moms for Liberty

Communications

Litigation: Pacific Legal Foundation

Judiciary: Federalist Society

Leadership Development: Leadership Institute



              

BUT WHY HATE ON 
PUBLIC EDUCATION?



It’s Not 
Just 
About 
Education

Voting Rights Immigration Freedom of 
Religion Women’s Rights

Civil Rights Labor Rights LGBTQ+ Rights Tax Policy

Climate/ 
Environment Health
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