
 
 
 

The True Cost of Private School Voucher Programs 
 
 

 VOUCHER PROGRAMS ARE EXPENSIVE; FRAUD & WASTE BOOST COSTS FURTHER 
 

Educating students using private school vouchers is more expensive than educating them in public schools. A 
2018 study found the cost of educating a student through an Arizona private school voucher program was 75% 
higher than the cost of educating a public school student.1 Another study estimated that shifting to a system of 
private school vouchers could raise education costs by 25% or more when accounting for students who would 
have attended private schools without a voucher, plus the additional administrative costs for the program, such 
as record keeping and monitoring.2 A 2021 policy brief estimated that universal vouchers could increase the 
total public cost of education by 11-33%, amounting to $66-$203 billion per year.3   
 

 

Voucher programs become even more costly when factoring in misuse and waste. An analysis of North 
Carolina’s voucher program found numerous private schools received more vouchers than they had students, 
totaling over $2.3 million in fraudulent payments, and several others received voucher payments after they 
appeared to close.4 In Utah, the state auditor found that the third-party organization that distributes vouchers 
spent beyond the legal limits on marketing and administrative costs.5 In Wisconsin, voucher payments have 
been provided to private schools despite problems such as failure to meet financial and administrative 
reporting requirements and losing accreditation.6 A state audit of Arizona’s voucher program found parents 
received funds after enrolling students in public schools and purchasing non-permitted items.7 And in Florida, 
voucher payments were sent to private schools that falsified fire and safety inspections and had unsafe 
facilities.8 Moreover, audits and oversight to address such abuse consume additional public resources. 
 

 SPENDING ON VOUCHER PROGRAMS INCREASES OVER TIME 
 

A report examining private school voucher programs in seven states found that from fiscal years 2008 through 
2019, each state dramatically increased expenditures of public funds on voucher programs, with growth in 
Georgia reaching 883 percent. While Florida led the pack in voucher spending levels, nearly all the states were 
diverting hundreds of millions of dollars to voucher programs annually by the end of the period studied.9  
 

 

Another report on voucher spending in Florida found that public school funds diverted annually to private 
education increased by approximately $1 billion between 2019-20 and 2022-23. 10 The state’s Empowerment 
Scholarship voucher programs cost $1.4 billion in the 2022-23 school year alone.11 Additionally, nearly $1.1 
billion in tax credits were offered to fund the state’s tax credit voucher program in fiscal year 2023.12 These costs 
do not include the dramatic expansion to universal voucher eligibility beginning in 2023-24.  
 

 

An analysis found that the North Carolina voucher program launched in 2014 has also grown significantly over 
the last decade. The program was initially capped at $10.8 million per year, but funding more than doubled by 
2016-17. Additional funding increases approved in 2016 are expected to bring the total to $144.8 million per year 
by 2027-28. The program was further expanded in 2020, and the expansion could increase costs by more than 
$270 million over the next ten years.13 

 

 THE COST OF VOUCHER PROGRAMS FREQUENTLY OUTPACES INITIAL ESTIMATES 
 

Arizona’s universal voucher program was initially projected to increase costs to the state by about $65 million in 
fiscal year 2024.14 The Legislature appropriated $624 million for the program in the 2024 budget, an increase of 
$150 million over 2023. However, updated figures released by the Governor’s Office put the estimated cost 
almost $320 million higher, or over $943 million in total. More than 50% of that is due to applicants who were 



already enrolled in private school or homeschooled. The updated figures show that 53% of all new K-12 
education spending in fiscal year 2024 goes toward only 8% of Arizona students (those using vouchers). 15 This 
information contradicts claims by some state officials that the voucher program would save the state money. 
 

 

The cost of New Hampshire’s education savings account voucher program was severely underestimated at the 
time of its enactment in 2021. It was projected to cost the state about $130,000, but by 2023, spending on the 
program was nearly $15 million.16 Eligibility for the program was expanded in 2023, though the fiscal impact of 
the expansion was deemed “indeterminable” by the New Hampshire Department of Education as the number 
of new students who will use vouchers is unknown.17 An independent analysis projects that the expanded 
voucher program could cost $48 million per year.18 
 

 
 

A fiscal analysis by the Florida Legislature projected that expanding the state’s Empowerment Scholarship 
vouchers to allow universal eligibility would lead the program to cost an additional $209 million in year one. 
But an independent analysis estimated that the true additional cost would be several times that number, and the 
total cost of the program could reach $4 billion.19  
 

Public Funds Public Schools (PFPS) is a national campaign to ensure public funds are used exclusively to maintain, 
support and strengthen our nation’s public schools. Education Law Center directs the work of the PFPS campaign. 
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