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Utah’s Revolutionary New School Voucher Program

Dan Lips and Evan Feinberg

On Monday, Utah Governor Jon Huntsman, Jr.,
signed into 1aw the “Parent Choice in Education”
Act (H.B. 148).! The legislation, which was spon-
sored by Rep. Stephen H. Urquhart (R-St. George)
and Sen. Curtis S. Bramble (R-Provo), creates a
sweeping school voucher program that puts Utah
on track to offer all children a scholarship to attend
the school of their parents’ choice. By enacting the
“Parent Choice in Education” Act, Utah has created
the most comprehensive school choice program in
the nation. State and local policymakers across the
nation should consider similar programs to expand
educational options and introduce competition
into education.

Setting a New Standard. Today, 12 states and
the District of Columbla provide public funding for
school choice.? In all, approximately 150,000 chil-
dren across the United States will attend a K12
private school usin§ a publicly funded tuition
scholarship in 2007.

Utahs new program, scheduled to begin in the
fall of 2007, will be by far the most expansive school
choice program in the nation. The program will
offer scholarships to each of the estimated 500,000
children currently enrolled Utahs public schools
and to low- mcome children currently attending pri-
vate schools.” The program will also offer scholar-
ships to all students entering kindergarten in the fall
0f 2007. This means that all children in the state will
have the opportunity to participate by 2020,
thereby creating the nation’s first universal, means-
tested school voucher program.

A

How the Program Will Work. The “Parent
Choice in Education” Act will provide scholarships
to assist families that choose to send their children
to private schools. The scholarship amount varies
between $500 and $3,000 depending on family
income. (See Table 1.)

All current public school students will be able to
use a voucher to transfer to a private school. Among
current private school students, only those who
meet the income guidelines for the federal free and
reduced school lunch program will be eligible to
receive scholarships. Moving forward, all students
entering kindergarten in 2007 and thereafter will be
eligible to use scholarships to attend a school of
choice. This means that by 2020 all children in the
state will be eligible to participate.

In order to admit students participating in the
voucher program, private schools must meet a
number of guidelines. For example, they must
administer a nationally norm-referenced test, report
individual test results to parents, and report school-
wide performance results to the state government.
Further, participating private schools must disclose
information relating to teachers’ credentials and the
school’s accreditation status. Schools also must have
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R Table | wrize2|  that public schools district the portion of the per-
pupil funding that is over and above the state-wide
average voucher amount, and to continue doing so

Voucher Amounts by Size of Family for a period of five years following the transfer or
(2006—-07 School Year) until the student was scheduled to graduate.7
Unfortunately, this will minimize the voucher pro-
Maximum Per Annual Household Income gram’s competitive effect that might otherwise spur
Child Voucher Family of 3 Family of 4 innovation in the public school system.®
$3,000 $30,710 $37,000
$2.750 $38,388 $46,250 Nevertheless, the voucher program has the poten-
$2,500 $46,065 $55,500 tial to save Utah taxpayers considerable resources
$2,250 $53,743 $64,750 over time. Five years after a student transfer, the state
$2,000 $61,420 $74,000 is no longer required to provide per-pupil funding to
$1,750 $69,098 $83,250 bli hool distri behalf of th d
51,000 76775 $92.500 a public school district on behalf of that student.
$500 $84.453 $101,750 Moreover, public schools will not receive state fund-

o ing for any new students entering kindergarten who
Source: Parents for Choice in Education, *2007 Voucher Legislation:

Summary of H.B. 148, http:/Ichoiceineducation.org/elections_bills_ elect never to attend pU'th schools.
2007HB148summary_voucher_amounts_table.php (February 13, 2007).

A comprehensive analysis of the program’s impact
conducted by Dr. Susan Aud of the Milton and Rose
D. Friedman Foundation finds that the program will
generate significant fiscal savings.9 According to
Aud, Utah public schools currently receive $6,325
in revenue per student. Aud estimates that the aver-

o ) o age voucher awarded will be $2,731. As students
Projecting the Fiscal Impact. Utah’ Office of the begin using vouchers to transfer from public to pri-

Legislative Fiscal Analyst projects that the voucher  yaie schools, state resources that would have been
program will cost $9.3 million in f1s6ca1 year 2008 gedicated to educating the child in public school
and $12.4 million in _ﬁscal year 2009.” Much of thi’s will be freed up. Initially, this money will be rein-
cost is due to a particular aspect of the programs  yegied in public education. But the state will begin
design. The program is structured to spare public reaping savings after the five-year holding period.
schools a portion of the potential revenue losses that ey time, these resource savings achieved through

result from students transferring into private  gydent transfers should be considerable.
schools. When a student leaves a public school, the

legislation requires the state to continue to supply

an independent auditor assess relevant information
about the schools budget and accounting proce-
dures and include this information in the schools
application to the state.

Constitutional Issues. Many school choice pro-
grams that have been implemented across the coun-
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try have been subjected to legal challenges.
Opponents of school choice argue that programs
that allow parents to educate their children in pri-
vate or religious schools violate either the federal or
the state constitution. At the federal level, the legal
question was settled in 2002 when the Supreme
Court upheld the constitutionality of Cleveland’s
school voucher program.

Some state constitutions do present different
legal hurdles. Nevertheless, school choice programs
have been successfully defended in states such as
Arizona, Illinois, Ohio, and Wisconsin.'® However,
state courts have struck down voucher programs in
Colorado and Florida.'! But school choice support-
ers believe that the new Utah program is on firm
legal footing. “Utah precedent is very favorable to
school choice, and we are confident this program
will withstand legal challenge,” explained Dick
Komer, a senior attorney with the Institute for Jus-
tice. “School choice is perfectlg consistent with the
Utah and U.S. constitutions.

Expanding Educational Options and Introduc-
ing Competition. With the “Parent Choice in Edu-
cation” Act, Utah lawmakers are implementing a
revolutionary vision of education reform. By 2020,
all Utah families will be able to use a portion of their
children’s share of public education funding to
enroll them in a school of their choice. The vision
for this universal voucher program was outlined by
Nobel Laureate economist Milton Friedman in his
seminal essay “The Role of Government in Educa-
tion” in 1955. Under this system of universal school
vouchers, families have the opportunity to shop for

the best school for their children, and schools have
to compete to offer superior services and, thus,
attract students.

Research on the existing, more limited school
choice programs has shown a number of positive ben-
efits. First, school choice has been proven to mcrease
parents’ satisfaction with their childrens schools.13
Second, students in private school choice programs
show increased academic achievement. Fight “ran-
dom-assignment” studies of five different school
voucher and tuition scholarship programs have been
undertaken, and all but one have shown that students
using scholarships performed significantly better aca-
demically. All of the studies found a positive effect.**
Third, research has shown that competition has a pos-
itive effect on public schools, as they respond to com-
petition by 1m%roving performance and becoming
more efficient.!> Researchers will watch Utahs new
program closely to determine how a universal school
voucher program affects education overall.

Conclusion. By enacting this broad school
choice program, Utah has taken the lead in provid-
ing real options to parents and empowering them to
choose the best schools for their children. As Utah
families begin to participate in the voucher program
and enjoy the benefits of widespread school choice,
state and local policymakers across the nation
should study the Utah program and implement
similarly widespread school voucher initiatives.

—Dan Lips is Education Analyst, and Evan Feinberg
is a Research Assistant, in Domestic Policy Studies, at
The Heritage Foundation.
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