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Ivan Torres Jr. (right) at his school St. John the Evangelist, with his father Ivan (left), 

mother Jeanet (center) and younger brother Zaith (second from the left).
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ESAs: Learning Solutions 
for the 21st Century

Jeanet Carrasco was devastated to learn 
that her son, Ivan Torres, was being 

bullied at school. Ivan is shy and getting 
picked on did not help his efforts to adjust 
to elementary school. To make matters 
worse, Ivan struggled with reading—as 
demonstrated by his grades. Jeanet tried to 
set a meeting with school staff to create a 
plan to help Ivan with both issues, but the 
meeting never materialized.

“The experience was very frustrating. I wanted 
to get together with the teachers to talk 
about what Ivan needed, and we never got 
that,” Jeanet relayed through a translator.

From her sister, Jeanet learned about 
Arizona’s ESAs (called Empowerment 
Scholarship Accounts in Arizona). With an 
account, parents remove their child from a 
public school and the state deposits a portion 
of a child’s funds from the state funding 
formula into a private, parent-controlled 
bank account. Parents use the account to buy 
educational products and services for their 

children instead of sending their children to a 
traditional or public charter school full-time. 
Families can hire a personal tutor for their 
child, find a class online, pay for individual 
public school classes or extracurricular 
activities, pay private school tuition, or even 
save for college.

Ivan became the first student using an 
account at St. John the Evangelist in Tucson. 
When he entered St. John’s in fourth grade, 
he could only read on a second-grade level. 
After two years, he had caught up to his peers. 
By seventh grade, he was reading at the same 
level as the average eighth-grade student.

All parents want to be 
able to tell a story like 
this about their child. 
ESAs are helping to 
write these stories of 
achievement and life 
change for children 
across states that have 
adopted them.

All children should 
have the chance 

to succeed, no matter where they live 
or their parents’ income. With an ESA, 
families can challenge their child or find 
the help a child needs to catch up to his 
peers. Either way, ESAs are designed 
to help students succeed—something 
parents, taxpayers, and lawmakers 
can agree on.

“ALL CHILDREN SHOULD 
HAVE THE CHANCE TO 
SUCCEED...”
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ESAs :  WHAT SETS THEM APART

Offer greater flexibility 
than vouchers, which 

can only be used 
for tuition.

Can be used for 
distance learning to 
take advantage of 
resources around 

the world.

Can be used for college 
classes or job-training 

courses to prepare 
students for the ever-
changing workforce.

ESAs        VOUCHERS
Vouchers are private school scholarships that help families afford tuition. ESAs 

are accounts into which funds are deposited for students’ education needs. ESAs 
give parents  greater flexibility  than vouchers because they can be used for 

many different kinds of educational tools to customize a child’s education and 
use multiple learning options at once.
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NV
est. 2015

AZ
est. 2011

NC
est. 2017

MS
est. 2015

est. 2014
FL

TN est. 2015

States with ESAs

8,500

NEVADA

7,913 3,500 435 155

*FIGURES FOR NEVADA AND TENNESSEE REPRESENT THE NUMBER OF 
APPLICATIONS. NORTH CAROLINA WILL BEGIN AWARDING ACCOUNTS IN 2018.

ESAs in the States
 FIGURE 1:  EDUCATION SAVINGS ACCOUNTS IN THE U.S. 

SOURCE: THE GOLDWATER INSTITUTE

 FIGURE 2: ESA PARTICIPATION/APPLICATIONS BY STATE1 
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STATE ENROLLMENT/APPLICATIONS TYPE ELIGIBILITY REQUIRES PRIOR PUBLIC 
SCHOOL ATTENDANCE

ARIZONA 3,500 Debit card

Children with unique circumstances including 
special needs, in failing schools, in foster care, or 

from military families; expansion to all public school 
students by 2021; facing repeal.

Yes

FLORIDA 7,913 Parent reimbursement, 
direct payment to vendors Children with special needs No

NEVADA 8,500 Direct payment to vendors Public school students Yes

NORTH
CAROLINA N/A Not yet determined

Children with special needs, in foster care, or 
from military families; students entering 

kindergarten or 1st grade.
Yes

MISSISSIPPI 435 Parent reimbursement Public school students with an Individualized 
Education Plan (IEP) Yes

TENNESSEE 155 Debit card Children with special needs Yes

COMPARING ESAs
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STUDENT STORY: ASHLEE GREENBANK

Sarah Greenbank did not think she would be able to send her daughter, Ashlee, 
to anywhere other than an Arizona public school because of Ashlee’s needs. 
Ashlee has a speech delay (apraxia of speech) and a moderate learning delay. 
Sarah did not think a private school could help her daughter or that she could 
find affordable educational therapy outside public school services. 

Fortunately for Sarah and Ashlee, Ashlee had a positive experience in public 
schools. “I am not one of the parents that comes to the ESA program with 
horror stories of their time spent in public school. My daughter is well behaved 
in the school setting and generally had teachers that she liked, and they liked 
her,” Sarah says. 

“But, as she grew up, I realized that she had so much more potential than what 
was being tapped in the public school setting,” Sarah says. “The inability for 
her to find her ‘place’ in the public school system…prompted my search for a 
school choice option that would work for us.” 

Today, Ashlee uses an account and receives one-on-one services in a school 
Sarah chose specifically based on Ashlee’s needs. “We have been completely 
satisfied with our experience thus far,” Sarah says. Ashlee’s two siblings are 
also using an account now.

“It is hard to remember what it was like 
before the ESA program helped us create 
a place where Ashlee could thrive,” 
Sarah says.

Ashlee Greenbank
PHOTO BY: JANELLE KARLSON
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Who Benefits?
STUDENTS
Students receive the greatest benefit from ESAs. Every child is different and has different learning 
needs. Parents and students can use an account to customize a child’s education. Students can 
take classes online for part of the day, work with a personal tutor in the afternoon, and participate 
in public school extracurricular activities after school. Children can attend private school full-time 
or choose to use multiple educational products and services simultaneously.

One Arizona student attended a private school full-time with an account, but his parents decided 
he would be better served meeting with individual tutors and educational therapists—so they left 
the private school and used the account to pay for services à la carte.

Students who struggle with certain material can use an account to find additional learning 
resources or instruction to help them catch up. Students can also use an account to access 
advanced courses or materials. These accounts are as flexible and challenging as students and 
parents need them to be.

PARENTS
The accounts give parents a new way to help their children when their district school is not a good fit 
for their child. Parents who cannot change their neighborhood or have no other public school option 
for their child have little recourse when their child falls behind in class, routinely gets picked on by other 
students, or simply needs learning options better matched to his needs. With an account, parents can 
decide immediately about where and how a child learns. Parents do not have to wait until the next 
school year for a different class placement or hope that school administrators will intervene—they can 
improve a child’s situation right away with an account.

 FIGURE 3: ESA AWARDS VS. PUBLIC SCHOOL SPENDING PER STUDENT2 
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$1,400
amount taxpayers save per 

child with special needs

$3
MILLION

estimated savings for state 
taxpayers from students 
with special needs using

an account

58 %
 of participating students 
who have special needs

in 2015–2016

$11.4
 MILLION

estimated additional savings 
from expanding eligibility to 

all public school students

TAXPAYERS
States that implement ESAs do so in different ways and choose different amounts to fund the 
accounts. However, without exception, ESA awards per student are less than the state’s average 
per student funding. On average, taxpayers spend less per student than if that child had attended 
a district public school.

 FIGURE 4: SAVINGS IN ARIZONA 
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A Step-by-Step Guide to 
Education Savings Accounts

FAMILIES DETERMINE STUDENT ELIGIBILITY
In some states, lawmakers have made accounts available to all public school students. In 
others, accounts are only available to children with special needs, who have active-duty 
military family members, or are in foster care.

APPLICATIONS
Some states accept applications all year, while others have an application window.

ACCOUNT AWARDS
A state agency or scholarship organization will send account information to families who 
complete an application.

ACCOUNT USAGE
Parents and students use the accounts for eligible expenses. Some states provide a prepaid 
debit card for expenses. Others reimburse parents for their expenses after the fact.

For examples of allowable educational products and services please see page 10.

EXPENSE REPORTS
At the end of each fiscal quarter, parents complete an expense report. Families submit receipts 
for each purchase to the agency overseeing the accounts. The agency cross-references the 
items on the report with the bank’s records. Once all transactions have been accounted for, the 
agency makes the next quarter’s deposit.
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ALLOWABLE EDUCATIONAL PRODUCTS AND 
SERVICES OFTEN INCLUDE:

CURRICULAR MATERIALS
(EX: WORKBOOKS)

STANDARDIZED TEST FEES
(EX: ADVANCED PLACEMENT TESTS)

TEXTBOOKS EDUCATIONAL THERAPY

PERSONAL TUTORS

ONLINE CLASSES

COLLEGE TUITION COLLEGE 
TEXTBOOKS

PUBLIC SCHOOL CLASS 
OR EXTRACURRICULAR 

ACTIVITY FEES

SCHOOL UNIFORMS

TRANSPORTATION 
COSTS

COMPUTER HARDWARE

PRIVATE SCHOOL 
TUITION

TUITION FOR 
VOCATIONAL PROGRAMS

ASSISTIVE TECHNOLOGY
(EX: BRAILLE TRANSLATION SERVICES)
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DO EDUCATION SAVINGS 
ACCOUNTS REQUIRE A 
PREPAID DEBIT CARD?
Six states have enacted account laws and four states are implementing the 
accounts today. Each state is different, though most of the provisions are modeled 
after Arizona’s accounts. 

The most distinguishing feature between the laws is how parents and students 
access the funds. Florida’s model, which combines parent reimbursements and 
direct payments to vendors, is distinct from Arizona’s prepaid debit card system. 
Mississippi’s accounts resemble Florida’s model, while Tennessee’s accounts are 
closer to Arizona’s approach.

Each payment system has different ways of preventing fraud. Florida’s law protects 
taxpayers from fraud because parents must get approval before they make a 
purchase. However, this can put low-income families at a disadvantage, as they must 
be able to pay for services up-front and be reimbursed later—though the scholarship 
organizations implementing the accounts have facilitated direct payments to some 
vendors, so parents do not have to pay ahead of time.

Arizona’s accounts prevent obvious cases of misuse, but when funds are misspent, 
state officials must recover those funds later. States with new education savings 
account laws, such as North Carolina, are considering ways to improve on 
Arizona’s model.
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ESAs and Court Rulings
ARIZONA
In 2011, just months after then-Arizona Governor Jan Brewer signed ESAs into law, Arizona’s 
teacher union and school board association filed a lawsuit to prevent families from using 
the accounts. Unions and other interest groups claimed that the accounts violated state 
constitutional provisions that prevent the use of public funds for religious purposes (commonly 
known as Blaine Amendments) because students could use the accounts to pay tuition at 
parochial schools. Challenges like this had upended publicly funded private school scholarships 
in Arizona and Florida, although the U.S. Supreme Court ruled in 2002 that private school 
vouchers do not violate the U.S. Constitution.

Fortunately for students, Arizona courts ruled in favor of parents and their children—and 
emphasized the distinction between the accounts and private school vouchers. In a unanimous 
appeals court decision, Judge Jon W. Thompson wrote, “The ESA does not result in an 
appropriation of public money to encourage the preference of one religion over another, or 
religion per se over no religion. Any aid to religious schools would be a result of the genuine and 
independent private choices of the parents.” The Arizona Supreme Court did not take the case 
and let this ruling stand in 2014.

FLORIDA
Unions were also responsible for a legal challenge to ESAs in Florida. In 2014, the Florida 
Education Association filed a lawsuit based on procedural grounds to block the state’s new 
account law. The union argued that the bill that enacted the accounts violated the “single subject” 
rule in the state constitution, a provision that requires pieces of legislation to deal with only one 
policy at a time.

The Goldwater Institute defended families using Florida’s accounts (now called Gardiner 
Scholarships), and a Leon County judge dismissed the suit in December 2014.

DO ESAs  HARM PUBLIC SCHOOLS?
Lawmakers in more than two dozen states have enacted K–12 private school choice 
laws, and almost every state allows teachers and community leaders to form public 

charter schools—public schools of choice. Yet none of these opportunities has caused 
students to leave traditional schools in such large numbers that district schools have 

had to close as a result. In fact, total enrollment in public schools nationwide has 
increased 22 percent since 1990, when Wisconsin lawmakers enacted the nation’s 

first K–12 private school voucher law.
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NEVADA
The American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) 
of Nevada filed a lawsuit challenging the 
state’s ESAs in 2015, before the state 
treasurer was even able to begin awarding 
accounts to applicants. The ACLU filed a 
challenge similar to the lawsuit Arizona’s 
teachers union and other special interests 
filed against the accounts in 2011. The ACLU 
said the accounts violate Nevada’s Blaine 
Amendment, and the state supreme court 
rejected this argument. Justice James W. 
Hardesty wrote,

Once the public funds are deposited 
into an education savings account, 
the funds are no longer “public 
funds” but are instead the private 
funds of the individual parent 
who established the account. The 
parent decides where to spend that 
money for the child’s education 
and may choose from a variety of 
participating entities, including 
religious and non-religious schools. 
Any decision by the parent to use 
the funds in his or her account to pay 
tuition at a religious school does not 
involve the use of “public funds.”

Unfortunately for families, Educate Nevada 
Now also filed a lawsuit against the 
program. This group charged that the state 
cannot fund ESAs with money that would 
otherwise be used for these children at 
traditional public schools. In the same ruling 
that found the accounts did not violate the 
state’s Blaine Amendment, the court ruled 
in favor of Educate Nevada Now.

As a result, lawmakers must find a new 
funding source for the accounts so that 
the state can begin awarding accounts. As 
of June 2017, lawmakers have not passed 
legislation to fund the accounts.

RESEARCH ON ESAs

Dissatisfied

Satisfied 

Three studies on ESAs have 
found that 9 out of 10 parents 
are satisfied with their ESAs

Parents who buy 
multiple education 
resources

3 in 10 parents use ESAs to buy 
multiple education resources 

for their children
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Constructing an ESA Program
A strong ESA policy includes:

ELIGIBILITY REQUIREMENTS
Just as every child can attend a local public school, so should every child be eligible for an 
ESA. The accounts should be a way for all students to satisfy the state’s truancy requirement 
just like attending a traditional school, charter school, private school, or homeschool.

ALLOWABLE EXPENSES
Lawmakers should include the widest range of possible account uses because every child is 
unique—different students benefit from different instructional practices. ESAs should cover 
learning options like private school tuition, online classes, personal tutors, and college expenses 
because these opportunities help students to find challenging resources inside and outside the 
classroom. Computer hardware with assistive technologies is valuable for children with special 
needs. Families should also be allowed to pay for educational summer camps and school 
uniforms, as such additional fees are common in a child’s educational career.

MEASURES OF SUCCESS
Student test scores should not be used to determine a child or school’s continued eligibility 
for an ESA, and lawmakers should not require account holders to complete a single uniform 
state test each year in order to remain eligible for an account. However, state policymakers 
should equip parents to be responsible for their child’s academic performance and to monitor 
his progress with a wide range of academic options. These results should be aggregated to 
protect student privacy and made publicly available to assess student performance.

FRAUD PREVENTION MEASURES
To prevent misuse of the accounts, lawmakers should create a 1-800 number for individuals 
and businesses to report suspected fraud, along with an online fraud-reporting form. In 
programs that provide reimbursement of expenses, parents may be required to gain 
approval for expenses in advance. Programs that provide a debit card may restrict their use 
to certain vendors or review expenses on a regular basis before depositing additional funds 
in the account.

HOMESCHOOLING PROTECTIONS
Policymakers should allow families to use an account to educate their child at home, using an 
account to purchase textbooks, curricular materials, and other learning resources. But state 
or federal laws should treat families homeschooling without an account separately from ESA 
students who school at home or craft an à la carte educational experience.
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Solutions as Unique 
as Each Child

Ivan’s experience of overcoming the odds with an ESA and the team at St. John the Evangelist 
in Tucson is not the end of his family’s success story. In 2014, Arizona lawmakers expanded 

student eligibility for the accounts to include siblings of current account holders, and Ivan’s 
mom, Jeanet, applied for an account for Ivan’s brother, Zaith. After one year at St. John’s, 
Zaith’s reading scores doubled.

“I’m very proud and excited to see how my children are being appreciated and treated at St. John’s 
and awarded for their academic standing,” Jeanet says. “And I feel that this is a very safe place for 
them to be.”

Some families are satisfied with a student’s assigned school, and there is no requirement that 
parents use an ESA if they do not want to. But for students struggling with their coursework or 
any number of other situations in which parents want to choose how and where a child learns, the 
accounts can help parents access an educational environment as unique as their child. Every child 
should have such an opportunity.
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Resources to Learn More
A Primer on Education Savings Accounts: Giving Every Child the Chance to Succeed 
By Jonathan Butcher, Education Director, Goldwater Institute 
www.heritage.org/education/report/primer-education-savings-accounts-giving-every-child-the-
chance-succeed

The Education Debit Card 
By Lindsey Burke, EdChoice, August 2013 
www.edchoice.org/research/the-education-debit-card

The Education Debit Card II 
By Jonathan Butcher and Lindsey Burke, EdChoice, February 2016 
www.edchoice.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/2016-2-The-Education-Debit-Card-II-WEB-1.pdf

Schooling Satisfaction 
By Jonathan Butcher and Jason Bedrick, EdChoice, October 2013 
www.edchoice.org/research/schooling-satisfaction

The Special Needs ESA 
By Brett Kittredge, EmpowerMississippi, December 2016 
empowerms.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/12/ESA-Report-final.pdf


