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Abstract

Although Washington, DC, public schools have made impressive strides,
a great deal of work remains to be done. Congress, which has jurisdiction
over the District, should establish a robust system of parental choice in
education in the District—a powerful reform that would put parents in
charge of education. Specifically, by converting the District of Columbia
into an all-ESA district—establishing education savings accounts for all
DC students—Congress would empower DC parents to enroll their children in schools of their choice—while also being able to use ESA funds
to pay for other education-related services and products. Given the
limitations of government to meaningfully improve a school system that
receives $29,000 per child per year, policymakers should free District
parents to reform education from the bottom up, allowing families to
choose educational options that fit their children’s unique learning needs.
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ashington, DC, Public Schools (DCPS) receives $29,000 per
pupil—the highest per pupil revenues in the nation. Despite
improvement, DCPS ranks near the bottom of American urban districts, with a majority of students failing to obtain the knowledge
and skills necessary for success in life. What educational improvement has occurred in the Washington, DC, public school system
seems to be concentrated heavily among the most advantaged students. Educational options should serve as an engine of upward
mobility and opportunity for all students in the nation’s capital.
In order to realize this goal, however, a new approach to education
reform is needed.
Instead of attempting to restructure or “reform” DCPS, policymakers should free District parents to reform education from the
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Washington, DC, Public Schools
(DCPS) receives $29,000 per
pupil—the highest per pupil
revenues in the nation—yet ranks
near the bottom of American
urban school districts.
Instead of attempting to restructure or “reform” DCPS, policymakers should free Washington,
DC, parents to reform education
from the bottom up.
Congress, which has jurisdiction
over Washington, DC, can take
one of two approaches to implementing district-wide education
savings accounts: (1) establish
an all-ESA district or (2) create a
stand-alone ESA program to run
parallel with existing options.
Either option would empower
every family to choose from a
variety of learning options that fits
their children’s unique learning
needs and would likely foster a
robust supply-side response from
providers.
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bottom up. Congress should consider two approaches to accomplish such reform. With jurisdiction over
Washington, DC, Congress can either restructure
DCPS per pupil funding so that it is delivered through
parent-controlled education savings accounts, or it
can create a stand-alone education savings account
program that is universally available to all children in the District, for which families would opt-in.
Either approach would make education financing
in the District entirely student-centered, thereby
empowering every family to choose from a variety of
educational options that fit their children’s unique
learning needs.

District, Charter, and Private School
Choice: Finance and Enrollment

The District of Columbia has three sets of providers of publicly funded K–12 education: The District of Columbia Public Schools (DCPS), public
charter schools, and the Opportunity Scholarship
Program (OSP), which is a school voucher program
for low-income District students. Congress passed
the charter school law for the District in 1996, and
Opportunity Scholarships in cooperation with thenMayor Anthony Williams in 2003. In the 2015–2016
school year, DCPS enrolled 48,653 students; charter schools enrolled 39,096 students.1 During the
2014–2015 school year, 1,442 students enrolled in
the Opportunity Scholarship Program.2
The greatest taxpayer financial commitment,
both in total and on a per pupil basis, goes to DCPS.
Data collected by the United States Census Bureau
show DCPS as having by far the highest revenue
per pupil in the country when compared to statewide averages at $29,427. This per pupil figure could
comfortably pay the average tuition and fees costs

for three students to attend state universities at the
average national cost for in-state students.3
The other two options for publicly funded K–12
education in the District have a considerably smaller
per pupil cost than DCPS. Passed by Congress in 1996,
District of Columbia charter schools have neared parity with the district in terms of the number of students educated. According to the Center for Education Reform, the District of Columbia has the nation’s
strongest charter school law.4 Charter schools educated 44 percent of District students in 2014–2015,
and spent an average of $14,629 per pupil.5
The DC Opportunity Scholarship program provides scholarships worth up to $8,256 for K–8 students and $12,385 for students in grades 9–12. Opportunity scholarships, which are available to current
low-income District residents, first pay for tuition,
with any remaining amount available for qualified
expenses. To qualify for the Opportunity Scholarship Program, students must either receive benefits
under the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) or have a family earning no more than
185 percent of the federal poverty level when they
enter the program ($43,568 for a family of four in
2013–2014). Students may continue to receive vouchers in later years if their family’s household income
does not rise above 300 percent of the poverty level.
Students receive priority for participation if they
attend public schools in need of improvement, or if
they or their siblings already participate in the program. Opportunity scholarships may be used only at
private schools within the District of Columbia.6
Charter schools, and to a much lesser extent
Opportunity Scholarships, have led to a reduction
in the overall enrollment in the District of Columbia Public Schools. However, total enrollment across

1.

Office of the State Superintendent of Education, “Enrollment Increases at DCPS & Public Charter Schools in 2015-16 School Year,” 2015,
http://osse.dc.gov/release/enrollment-increases-dcps-public-charter-schools-2015-16-school-year (accessed January 13, 2016).

2.

D.C. Trust, “Program Summary D.C. Opportunity Scholarship Program 2014-15,” 2015,
http://www.dcscholarships.org/elements/file/OSP/Program%20Data/DC%20OSP%20Program%20Summary%20-%20SY%202014-15.pdf
(accessed January 13, 2016).

3.

The College Board, “College Costs: FAQ,” Big Future, https://bigfuture.collegeboard.org/pay-for-college/college-costs/college-costs-faq
(accessed January 14, 2016).

4.

Center for Education Reform, “Charter School Law Rankings and Scorecard,” 2014,
https://www.edreform.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/03/2014CharterSchoolLawScorecardLink.pdf (accessed January 14, 2016).

5.

Pham Thu, “A Look at DC Public Charter School Finances: Revenue and Spending Per Student,” DC Fiscal Policy Institute, August 5, 2015,
http://www.dcfpi.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/08/8.5.15-Revenue-and-Spending-Per-Student-TP-Final.pdf (accessed January 14, 2016).

6.

Friedman Foundation for Educational Choice, “The ABCs of School Choice,” 2014,
http://www.edchoice.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/09/The-ABCs-of-School-Choice-2014.pdf (accessed January 21, 2016).
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TabLe 1

D.C. Costs Most per Pupil
REVENUE PER PUPIL IN 2013

District of Columbia
New York
New Jersey
Connecticut
Alaska
Wyoming
Vermont
Massachusetts
Pennsylvania
Rhode Island
Maryland
Delaware
New Hampshire
Illinois
Maine
North Dakota
Ohio

$29,427
$22,587
$20,191
$19,519
$19,415
$18,498
$18,103
$17,315
$16,644
$16,580
$16,072
$15,837
$15,320
$14,200
$14,101
$13,478
$13,467

Minnesota
Hawaii
Michigan
Nebraska
Wisconsin
West Virginia
Iowa
Louisiana
Indiana
Virginia
Kansas
Montana
Washington
South Carolina
Missouri
New Mexico
California

$13,340
$12,621
$12,584
$12,514
$12,506
$12,309
$12,072
$12,045
$11,955
$11,846
$11,596
$11,566
$11,562
$11,412
$11,179
$10,753
$10,702

$10,677
$10,573
$10,533
$10,370
$10,319
$10,191
$10,087
$9,607
$9,566
$9,207
$8,995
$8,953
$8,751
$8,670
$8,599
$7,650
$7,408

Oregon
Arkansas
Kentucky
Georgia
Colorado
Texas
South Dakota
Alabama
Nevada
Florida
Mississippi
Tennessee
Oklahoma
North Carolina
Arizona
Utah
Idaho

Source: United States Census Bureau, Economic Reimbursable Surveys Division Report, June 2015, “Public Education Finances: 2013,”
http://www2.census.gov/govs/school/13f33pub.pdf (accessed January 27, 2016).
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the three sectors—regular public schools, charter,
and Opportunity Scholarship—has increased from
79,802 in 1995 to 86,874 in 2014.
The Urban Institute has tracked enrollment
in the District of Columbia by district and charter. Kindergarten enrollment, presented in Chart 2
below, demonstrated across grades a surge in charter enrollment followed by a recent trend toward
stabilization in the District.
In 2001 5,836 kindergarten students enrolled
in district and charter schools. By 2013, that number had increased to 7,146. More people finding
schooling options in the District contributed to
the District’s recent defiance of a long-standing
depopulation trend.

District Academic Trends:
Improving but Stubbornly Low

Student achievement data tell a remarkable story
of progress in the District of Columbia. Sadly, putting this data into context quickly provides a sober-

7.

heritage.org

ing dose of reality regarding just how far the District’s schooling system still has to go.
First, the good news: District scores have climbed
substantially. Chart 3 presents eighth-grade mathematics scores from the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP). The earliest available
data from the District (1990) had a score of 231.7
In 1990, 83 percent of DC students scored “below
basic”; 17 percent at “basic or better”; 3 percent “proficient or better”; and 1 percent “advanced.” In the
2015 NAEP, District-wide scores improved by 32
points. For an appreciation of just how large a gain
this is, on the NAEP 10 points roughly equates to
a grade level worth of progress. For the purpose of
illustration, on the 2015 NAEP, fourth graders scored
an average of 240 nationwide, while eighth graders
scored 281—a 41 point difference across four grades.
In 1990, the average DC eighth grader performed
math at what today would roughly equate to a thirdgrade level. With an average score of 258, DC students attending DCPS regular public schools fall

NAEP has four achievement levels: below basic, basic, proficient, and advanced. Basic denotes partial mastery of grade-level material, making
“below basic” readily understood. Proficient signifies solid mastery of material, with advanced being self-explanatory.
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CHART 1

Students Leaving D.C. Public Schools
for Education Alternatives
STUDENT ENROLLMENT, IN THOUSANDS

80

48
38

0
1995 2014
D.C. Public
Schools

0

1995 2014
Charter
Schools

1.4

1995 2014
Opportunity
Scholarships

Sources: D.C. Public Charter School Board, Student Enrollment,
http://www.dcpcsb.org/data/student-enrollment (accessed
January 26, 2016); Alliance for School Choice, “The School
Choice Yearbook 2014-2015,” p. 15, http://afcgrowthfund.org
/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/AFC_2014-15_Yearbook.pdf
(accessed January 26, 2016); and D.C. Public Charter School
Board, Charter and DCPS Enrollment–1967 to Present, https://
data.dcpcsb.org/dataset/Charter-And-DCPS-Enrollment-1967To-Present/i4w3-evki (accessed January 26, 2016).
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roughly around the national average for sixth graders in 2015 (students nationally scored 281 on average in 2015).8
Chart 5 displays data for district and charter achievement by parental income along with
the national rate of progress for both Free and
Reduced Lunch (FRL) eligible and ineligible students nationwide.
Chart 5 bears close examination—the national average for improvement among low-income
students (FRL eligible) equaled seven points. In
Washington, DC, improvement among regular public school students matched the national rate of
8.

improvement with an eight-point gain. The average gain for FRL students attending charter schools,
however, equaled 17 points—more than double the
national average gain. The same trend displayed
in NAEP eighth-grade math repeats across other
NAEP exams, with low-income students in charter
schools having consistently higher scores than their
low-income peers attending regular public schools.
An examination of students whose family income
lies above the Free and Reduced Lunch eligibility threshold (effectively middle-income and highincome students) reveals a national gain of eight
points. In Washington, DC, however, we see much
higher gains for students from middle-income
and upper-income families among both DCPS
and DC charter students—39 points and 28 points,
respectively.
For students from low-income families attending
regular public schools, the improvement has been
unremarkable. Improvement for students from lowincome families attending charter schools has, however, doubled the national average gain. That is, nonpoor students attending regular public schools are
seeing gains, as are poor children in charter schools.
Yet, children from low-income families attending
regular public schools are not seeing the same types
of improvements. If Americans are hoping to see
public education work as an engine of upward mobility, the gains among low-income students attending
charter schools are an encouraging development.
The trend in academic data supports a nuanced
conclusion. Despite decades of overall progress, public education in the District of Columbia remains
troubled, with significant room for improvement.
Coupled with sky high per-pupil spending, far too
few District students acquire the sort of education
needed to fulfill their potential. On the positive side,
the District of Columbia’s charter school sector has
produced better academic results at a fraction of the
per pupil costs in the District. Moreover, the best
may be yet to come for District charters. Economist
Caroline Hoxby performed an analysis of scores
on DC charter and regular public schools in 2004.
Dr. Hoxby not only found evidence of higher scores

Some may object to these comparisons by noting that the District of Columbia should not be compared to states. States routinely outperform
their own urban districts by a wide margin and generally have a more diverse mixture of students than urban districts. Accordingly, Chart 5
below makes use of the NAEP’s Trial Urban District Assessment (TUDA) in order to compare DCPS to other large urban districts. Table 2
provides eighth-grade math scores by parental education—specifically for students with parents with the highest level of attainment having
been a high school graduation but no college attendance.
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Congress failed to reauthorize the program in 2015,
The Washington Post noted:

CHART 2

Washingtonians Prefer Charter
Schools for Kindergarteners
STUDENT ENROLLMENT
6
5

Total: 7,146

4

4,179

3

Public

2

2,967

1

Charter

0
2001

2007

2013

Source: Urban Institute, “Washington, D.C.: Our Changing City,”
http://apps.urban.org/features/ourchangingcity/schools/
index.html#enrollment (accessed January 26, 2016).
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in DC charters, but also of older schools producing
higher scores.9
Schools, like most any organization, tend not to
hit peak effectiveness in their earliest years. In addition, students generally experience a temporary
academic setback after transferring to a new school.
Thus, a charter sector with a large number of new
schools filled with students who have transferred in
from other schools can create an “optical illusion” in
a snapshot test score comparison.10 Charter schools
sometimes therefore “improve with age” as established schools come to predominate. The best may
be yet to come for DC charters.

Opportunity Scholarships Succeed but
District Private Education Withers

At the time of this writing, supporters of the
DC Opportunity Scholarship Program are seeking
congressional reauthorization of the Scholarships
for Opportunity and Results Act (H.R. 10). After
9.

The program was created in 2004 as part of a
three-pronged investment in D.C. public education that funds the vouchers and provides extra
allocations of federal dollars to the public school
system and public charter schools. Indeed, the
three-sector federal approach has brought
more than $600 million to D.C. schools, with
traditional public schools receiving $239 million, public charter schools $195 million and the
voucher program $183 million. The vouchers
have allowed thousands of students, predominantly minorities, to attend private schools.
Parents of scholarship students have extolled
the benefits of school choice and the positive
impact of better schooling on their children’s
lives. Interest in the program, according to its
administrators, has never been higher.11

The Institute of Educational Sciences of the U.S.
Department of Education produced four random
assignment studies of the Opportunity Scholarship
Program. These studies included a variety of random assignment evaluations. Random assignment
studies represent the “gold standard” of empirical
research and employ the same methods used to evaluate the effectiveness of medicine.
In these random assignment studies, graduation
rate differences shine decisively in favor of scholarship students. Students who used their vouchers had
graduation rates that were 21 percentage points higher than control-group students. Even better, students
having previously attended low-performing public
schools who were offered a scholarship demonstrated
graduation rates 13 percentage points higher than the
control group. Students from low-performing public
schools who received and used scholarships graduated at a rate 20 percent higher than the control group.
The underwhelming state of graduation rates,
especially for disadvantaged students, has been the

Caroline M. Hoxby, “Achievement in Charter Schools and Regular Public Schools in the United States: Understanding the Differences,”
December 2004, http://www.vanderbilt.edu/schoolchoice/downloads/papers/hoxby2004.pdf (accessed January 20, 2016).

10. Paul E. Peterson, “Charter Schools and Student Performance,” The Wall Street Journal, March 16, 2010,
http://www.wsj.com/articles/SB10001424052748703909804575123470465841424 (accessed January 14, 2016).
11.

Editorial, “Knuckling Under on D.C.’s Voucher Program,” The Washington Post, December 18, 2015,
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/knuckling-under-on-dcs-voucher-program/2015/12/18/c44080d8-a439-11e5-ad3f991ce3374e23_story.html (accessed January 14, 2016).
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of our study, the OSP cost taxpayers $70 million,
so dividing the benefits by the cost yields an overall benefit-to-cost ratio of 2.62, or $2.62 for every
dollar that was spent.12

CHART 3

Math Scores Improving in D.C.
275

NAEP 8TH–GRADE
MATH SCORES

269

265

263

Charter

258

255

245

District

Combined
235
225
1990

1995

2000

2005

2010

2015

Note: Some figures have been interpolated.
Source: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education
Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics, “The World
of Statistics,” http://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/naepdata/
dataset.aspx (accessed January 26, 2016).
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single largest indicator that America’s schools are
failing to give every student an equal chance at success in life. Graduating high school is associated with
a number of critical life outcomes, ranging from lifetime earnings to incarceration rates. Researchers
Patrick Wolf and Michael McShane calculated the
financial benefits of higher graduation rates associated with the DCOSP:
Because a high-school diploma makes an individual less likely to commit crimes, it therefore
decreases both the costs incurred by victims of
crimes and those borne by the public in administering the justice system. Coupled with the
increased tax revenue made on the increased
income, this yields an extra benefit for society of
over $87,000 per high-school graduate.
Multiplying the number of additional graduates
by the value of a high-school diploma yields a
total benefit of over $183 million. Over the time
12.

In sum, DC low-income students who received
scholarships have higher graduation rates, higher
student achievement, increased parental views of
safety, and increased parent satisfaction. Indeed,
there was not one single negative finding over the
entire course of the evaluation. For a program that
spent a fraction of the per pupil amount spent in DC
public schools, these results are cause for celebration.
Despite this success, the scale and design of the
DC Opportunity Scholarship Program has proven
insufficient to halt what looks to be a trend toward a
near extinction of DC private schools.
The DC Opportunity Scholarship program offers
a maximum of $8,381 per child for students in K-8,
and unless it is both reauthorized and redesigned
one cannot help but wonder if there will be many private schools for these students to attend in the years
ahead. Ironically, the charter school law operates as
a de facto universal choice (open to all students in
the District regardless of income) and reliably delivers funding of more than $14,000 per student. The
funding for the Opportunity Scholarship program,
meanwhile, is frequently in political peril and delivers a much smaller level of funding, which is restricted to low-income students.
From an equity standpoint, it is difficult to justify the District’s school finance system. The system
routinely provides $29,000 for high-income students attending regular public schools. It provides
$14,000 for high-income students attending charter
schools but only a maximum of $8,381 for some lowincome students who would like to attend a private
school system that improves the chances for graduation by approximately 21 percentage points.
The Urban Institute data indicate the lack of
an incentive to open a new private school with the
anticipation of voucher funding in preference to a
charter school in DC under this system of finance. In
fact, District private schools have been closing while
charter schools proliferate. The funding for charters is large, universally available, and reliable. The
funding for DC Opportunity Scholarships, on the

Patrick Wolf and Michael McShane, “School Choice Pays, Literally,” National Review Online, February 1, 2013,
http://www.nationalreview.com/article/339457/school-choice-pays-literally-patrick-wolf-michael-q-mcshane (accessed January 14, 2016).
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CHART 4

City Test Scores for Students Whose
Parents Did Not Attend College
NAEP 8TH–GRADE SCORES FOR STUDENTS WHOSE
PARENTS GRADUATED FROM HIGH SCHOOL ONLY

Boston
Dallas
San Diego
New York City
Austin
Houston
Chicago
Duval County, FL
Miami-Dade
Charlotte
Hillsborough County, FL
Albuquerque
Philadelphia
D.C. (Charter)
Los Angeles
Jefferson County, KY
Fresno
Cleveland
Atlanta
Baltimore
D.C. (District)
Detroit

274
272
271
270
269
268
267
267
266
264
263
261
260
259
257
255
253
249
249
246
242
241

American urban districts. District students have lost
the most in the current system of education in DC,
majorities of whom fail to obtain the knowledge and
skills necessary for success in life, followed by taxpayers, who spend more than $29,000 per student.
Serious thought should be given not to just the
desirability of such a system, but also whether such
an ineffectual system is sustainable. The staffing to
enrollment ratio in DCPS stood 31 percent higher
than the national average for school districts with
more than 15,000 students in 2012.13 Would that
DCPS achievement scores were 31 percent higher
than the average for comparable students—or above
average at all.
DC has a record of success in promoting greater
parental autonomy and achieving better results at a
lower cost to build upon. There have been very real
and tangible benefits and students whose lives have
been positively impacted by charters and Opportunity Scholarships. What has been done in the past,
however, will prove most valuable if it leads to still
bolder steps in the future.

Education Savings Accounts (ESAs):
A Model for the District of Columbia

In 2011, Arizona became the first state to establish
education savings accounts (ESAs). With an ESA, parents receive 90 percent of what would have been spent
Source: U.S. Department of Education Institute of Education
Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics, NAEP Data
on their child in the public school into a restricted-use
Explorer, http://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/naepdata/
savings account, and can then use those funds to pay
dataset.aspx (accessed January 26, 2016).
for private school tuition, online learning, special eduBG 3092
heritage.org
cation services and therapies, textbooks, tuition, and
other education-related services, products, and providers. Parents in Arizona can also roll over unused
other hand, is small, restricted, and uncertain.
funds from year to year in anticipation of future educaSadly, the current system provides the least tion-related expenses, and can roll unused funds into
amount of support to the schooling system with the a college savings account to pay for higher education
best track record of aiding disadvantaged students.
expenses. Funding is not considered taxable income,
and all expenditures must be reported quarterly to
An Education Savings Account
the state by providing receipts to the state department
for Every DC Child
of education. Distributions into the ESA are also made
The current educational performance in the Dis- quarterly, and are made after receipts for the previous
trict of Columbia can be described as both much quarter’s expenditures are provided to the departimproved and severely underperforming. Despite ment. Arizona can withhold a subsequent quarter’s
improvement, DCPS spends a staggering amount of distribution if there is any misuse of funds, in order to
money per pupil and yet ranks near the bottom of rectify the unapproved expenditure.
13.

Author calculation based upon digest of education Statistics. National Center for Education Statistics, “Table 215.10. Selected statistics on
enrollment, teachers, dropouts, and graduates in public school districts enrolling more than 15,000,”
https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d13/tables/dt13_215.10.asp (accessed January 14, 2016).
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TabLe 2

State Test Scores for Students Whose Parents Did Not Attend College
NAEP 8TH–GRADE SCORES FOR STUDENTS WHOSE PARENTS GRADUATED FROM HIGH SCHOOL ONLY

New Hampshire
Minnesota
Vermont
Massachusetts
Texas
North Dakota
Indiana
New Jersey
Maine
Ohio
Virginia
Kansas
Iowa
Washington
Wyoming
Arizona
Wisconsin

278
278
277
277
275
274
274
273
272
272
272
272
272
272
272
271
271

Oregon
Colorado
Montana
Rhode Island
South Dakota
New York
Illinois
Kentucky
Missouri
Nebraska
North Carolina
Idaho
Delaware
Tennessee
Florida
Nevada
Connecticut

271
270
270
269
269
269
268
268
268
267
267
267
267
266
266
266
265

Pennsylvania
Oklahoma
Georgia
Hawaii
South Carolina
California
Michigan
Maryland
Arkansas
West Virginia
New Mexico
Mississippi
Louisiana
D.C. (Charter)
Alabama
D.C. (District/Charter)
D.C. (District)

265
265
264
264
263
263
263
263
262
261
260
259
259
259
252
250
242

Note: Alaska and Utah are omitted due to not meeting requirements.
Source: U.S. Department of Education Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics, NAEP Data Explorer,
http://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/naepdata/dataset.aspx (accessed January 26, 2016).
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Like Arizona, four additional states now have an
ESA option in place. Although each varies to some
extent in eligibility and allowable uses, they operate
under the same general premise: Parents can use a
portion of the funds that would have been spent on
their child in their child’s assigned public school to
craft an education that matches their child’s unique
learning needs. For example, in 2014, Florida became
the second state to establish an ESA option, known in
that state as Personal Learning Scholarship Accounts
(PLSAs). Mississippi, Tennessee, and Nevada all followed suit, creating ESAs in 2015. Tennessee’s option,
known as Individual Education Accounts will go into
effect in the 2016–2017 school year, and Mississippi’s
ESA option is currently a limited pilot program.
Most notable, however, is Nevada’s new ESA option.
In establishing its ESA program, Nevada also became the
first state to create a near-universal ESA option. Every
student currently enrolled in a Nevada public school
(453,000 students) is now eligible for an ESA, which will
be worth $5,100 for most students, and $5,700 for students from low-income families or with special needs.
Families using an ESA are able to create customizable education plans that work well for their chil-

heritage.org

dren. Holland Hines, an Arizona mother, uses her
ESA to pay for private tutoring for her son E. J., who
has special needs. Holland also purchases textbooks
and curricular materials for her son, and pays for
music therapy, among other educational therapies.
Similarly, Marc Ashton used his son’s ESA to pay for
a variety of educational options in Arizona. “A blind
student in Arizona gets about $21,000 a year [in the
public school system],” says Marc, whose son, Max, is
legally blind. As Marc explained:
We took our 90 percent of that, paid for Max to get
the best education in Arizona, plus all of his Braille,
all of his technology, and then there was still money
left over to put toward his college education. … So
he is going to be able to go on to Loyola Marymount
University, because we were able to save money,
even while sending him to the best school in Arizona, out of what the state would normally pay for him.

Parents in Arizona are using their ESAs to customize their children’s education. Although many
parents of children with special needs use their
accounts to pay for educational therapies and specific
8
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CHART 5

Math Score Improvements Lag
for Low-Income Children
CHANGE IN NAEP 8TH–GRADE MATH SCORES,
2005 TO 2015

■ Eligible for free/reduced lunch
■ Not eligible for free/reduced lunch
+39

+28

+17
+8

+7

+8

of schools. Instead of a system with limited choice for
families, predicated on a lottery system, all families
in the District should have control over their child’s
share of education funding, and should be able to take
those funds to any school or education option of choice.
Establishing education savings accounts for
every DC child would create unparalleled options
for District families, empowering those children
from low-income families in particular who have
had few choices in the past. It would enable families to send their children to any school of choice,
but also to purchase additional educational tools—
such as textbooks, online courses, and educational
therapies—to have the greatest chance of success for
their children. Transitioning into an all-ESA district
would also put Washington, DC, at the forefront of
education reform, serving as a model for other districts and states throughout the country.

Two Paths Forward
D.C. District
Schools

D.C. Charter
Schools

U.S. National
Average

Source: U.S. Department of Education Institute of Education
Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics, NAEP Data
Explorer, http://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/naepdata/
dataset.aspx (accessed January 26, 2016).
ArticleName
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curricula, parents of students from a variety of backgrounds, including those without special needs, use
their accounts to tailor an education that uniquely
fits to their children’s needs. About one-third of Arizona families use their accounts to fully customize
their child’s educational experience, demonstrating
that families use the unique features of ESAs—the
customization and ability to roll over unused funds—
which makes the accounts distinct from traditional
school voucher models.
Transforming education in the District of Columbia
into an all-ESA district—establishing a truly universal
policy to create education savings accounts for every
DC student—would transform the existing school
finance system from one that is based on student
enrollment counts in boundary-defined regular public schools to one that is student-centered and responsive to the needs of individual families. Although DC
families can currently participate in a lottery process
to choose a school outside their district-boundary
assignment, not all participants receive their choice

Instead of attempting to restructure or “reform”
DCPS, policymakers should free District parents to
reform education from the bottom up. Toward that
end, Congress, which has jurisdiction over Washington, D.C., can take one of two approaches to implementing district-wide education savings accounts.
Either would make K-12 funding become childcentered, no longer automatically designated for
the government school system. Both options would
empower every family to choose from a variety of
learning options that fits their children’s unique
learning needs and would likely foster a robust supply-side response from providers.
1. Establish an all-ESA District. Congress could
reconfigure all education funding in the District of Columbia and establish an all-ESA district. Instead of funding a system of schooling
that remunerates regular public schools based
on enrollment, funding for K–12 education in DC
could go directly into a parent-controlled education savings account. Parents would then be able to
voluntarily contract with the schools and service
providers of their choice, including regular public
schools, charter schools, and private schools.
This approach would transform all schools into
schools of choice by making parental control the
default position—a profoundly different step than
vouchers or charters, which basically create an
9
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opt-out for families who want to choose something
other than the district option. Such a reform would
not entitle any service provider or school to funding, unless a student decides to enroll or purchase
a given course or education product or service.
Moreover, this option creates an incentive to
economize—on both the consumer and provider side. Providers would compete for families’
dollars, and families would be able to use their
accounts to pay for the widest variety of education-related services, products, and providers,
and to roll over unused funds from year to year.
Finally, this proposal would be more equitable
to the alternative options currently available
in Washington, DC. In converting all per pupil
funding to education savings accounts, Congress
would establish a set per pupil allocation based on
the aggregate of existing K–12 education funding.
Students could carry this funding to any school
of choice—public, private, or charter—and to contract with other education service providers, such
as tutors and educational therapists. This would
level the playing field among private schools,
charters, and regular public schools since government would no longer automatically be subsidizing the regular public school sector.
2. Create a stand-alone ESA program to run parallel with existing options. Congress could also
establish a stand-alone ESA option that is universally available to all DC students. This would be
an opt-in option, where the default would remain
that funding flows to, and students enroll in, their
regular public school, but every child would be
able to exercise choice using an ESA if desired.
Under an ESA program, any student could choose
to use an ESA, with the funding that would have
been spent on the child in the public system depos-

ited instead into their account. Funding for the
ESA would be a portion of what is spent in DCPS
or DC public charter schools. Parents could then
use their ESA to pay for tuition at a private school,
to take individual public school or public charter
school courses, to pay for special education services and therapies, to purchase textbooks and
curricula, to pay for online classes, and to otherwise craft a tailor-made educational experience
or their child. Parents could roll over unused ESA
funds from year to year in anticipation of future
education-related expenses, and could also use
ESA funds for future college expenses. While this
would have a less dramatic effect in transforming
the regular public school system than the option
above—in which the default setting is parent
choice—it would have significant impact in making the system more responsive to student needs.

Toward Reform

Rather than have politicians attempt to restructure or “reform” DCPS, policymakers should free
District parents to reform education from the bottom up. A decade and a half of top-down reform of
the district has left a system that ranks near the
bottom of urban districts. In the process, Congress
would provide many of these students with a greatly
expanded opportunity to save for future higher education expenses. Given the limitations of government
to meaningfully improve a $29,000 per child system,
it would be best to reform it through a model that
empowers families.
Building on the limited choice options currently
available in the nation’s capital, policymakers should
establish an equitably funded education savings
account for all DC children.14 Congress should follow
the lead of states like Arizona and Nevada, and create an ESA program that is universally available to all
District students.
—Matthew Ladner, PhD, is Senior Advisor of Policy and
Research at the Foundation for Excellence in Education.

14. For more information on education savings accounts, see Matthew Ladner, PhD, “Education Savings Account Toolkit,” Foundation for Excellence
in Education, http://excelined.org/education-savings-accounts/ (accessed January 14, 2016); Matthew Ladner, “The Way of the Future:
Education Savings Accounts for Every American Family,” The Friedman Foundation for Educational Choice, October 2012,
http://www.edchoice.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/09/2012-10-The-Way-of-the-Future-WEB-NEW.pdf (accessed January 14, 2016);
Jason Bedrick and Lindsey Burke, “The Next Step in School Choice,” National Affairs, No. 22 (Winter 2015), http://www.nationalaffairs.com/
publications/detail/the-next-step-in-school-choice (accessed January 21, 2016); and Lindsey M. Burke, “The Education Debit Card: What
Arizona Parents Purchase with Education Savings Accounts,” The Friedman Foundation for Educational Choice, August 2013,
http://www.edchoice.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/08/2013-8-Education-Debit-Card-WEB-NEW.pdf (accessed January 14, 2016).
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