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Key Message for Policymakers

Voucher programs undermine local public schooling in terms of funding as well as resources and
education for the common good. While not all public schools are currently supporting students
with disabilities effectively, it is a context with the most capacity and proven effectiveness for
achieving inclusion, access to high level learning and appropriate support. Voucher programs
should not weaken the protections that students with disabilities and their families have relied
upon under IDEA. The goal is-quality education, accountability, and meaningful rights.
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TASH Statement on School Vouchers and Students with
Disabilities: Risks, Rights, and Advocacy Priorities

National Policy Landscape

School vouchers are publicly funded certificates or stipends that allow parents to use taxpayer
dollars to cover private or charter school tuition. School voucher and voucher-like programs are
expanding rapidly across the United States. Between 2021 and 2025, the number of statewide
universal voucher programs increased from zero to thirteen, with additional proposals pending.
Approximately 23 voucher programs in 15 states now serve more than 340,000 students. Some
states have developed voucher programs specifically for students who are receiving special
education services. These have also grown significantly. As of 2025, nine states operated 12
programs serving more than 135,000 students with disabilities.” While participation remains
below 1% of students receiving special education in many states, states such as Florida enroll a
substantially larger share of eligible students.

TASH maintains that the rapid expansion of vouchers threatens public education systems
and undermines inclusive education for students with disabilities. Understanding the history
and framing of the voucher movement is critical to evaluating these policies and their
implications.

Modern voucher policies emerged from the “freedom to choose” movement in the segregated
South during the 1950s, where privatization was used to resist school integration.? The
movement later gained legitimacy through free-market arguments advanced by economist Milton
Friedman, who promoted competition and parental choice as alternatives to public education
systems. Over time, public education was increasingly framed as ineffective through policies and
reports such as A Nation at Risk (1983), the Federal Charter School Program (1994), and the No
Child Left Behind Act (2001). Organizations such as the American Legislative Exchange Council
(ALEC) further promoted vouchers as alternatives to “failing” public schools.

Disability has been used to legitimize modern voucher programs. In many states, special
education vouchers were introduced before broader universal programs. These initiatives were
framed around concepts such as “choice,” “individual needs,” and “scholarships,” language that
has proven politically effective but obscures the loss of rights and increased segregation
associated with voucher participation.® Yet, research has documented that voucher systems can

intensify inequities and segregation while weakening protections for students with disabilities.*
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Broader Policy Concerns

Privatization and Diversion of Public Resources

Public schools serve important civic purposes starting with academic instruction and include all
students regardless of income, race, or disability status. Voucher programs redirect public funds
to private entities through mechanisms such as traditional vouchers, education savings
accounts, tax-credit scholarships, and microgrants. Regardless of structure, these programs
reduce public-school resources and weaken capacity to provide high-quality responsive services.

Research has found that market-based reforms frequently fail to improve academic outcomes®
while increasing fiscal strain on public schools. As eligibility for vouchers expands and income
limits are removed, a growing share of funding benefits higher-income families and students with
fewer support needs.®

Reduced Oversight and Accountability

Unlike public schools, voucher schools are often exempt from key accountability requirements
related to academic standards, financial transparency, discipline reporting, and evidence-based
practice. Families might lack sufficient information to evaluate program quality, while limited
oversight creates conditions for exclusionary practices and misuse of public funds.” Negative
outcomes associated with voucher programs have often only become visible through
independent research or investigative reporting. TASH maintains that public funding requires
public accountability.

Pressure on Public School Systems

As voucher programs expand, public school districts face increasing financial pressure, resulting
in staff reductions, larger class sizes, and cuts to specialized services. Research suggests that
under this pressure, districts might prioritize higher-performing students over those with
significant support needs. Students with disabilities who remain in public schools are likely to
experience diminished access to individualized supports, differentiated instruction, and inclusive
practices.® These consequences undermine the goals of IDEA and inclusive education.

TASH’s Key Concerns Regarding Voucher Programs
A. Loss of Educational Rights and Protections

TASH is particularly concerned that voucher programs effectively require families to waive
their child’s right to inclusive education in the least restrictive environment.
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Students who use vouchers to attend private schools frequently lose important federal
protections guaranteed under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA). Many
families are unaware that accepting a voucher might require waiving rights related to Free
Appropriate Public Education (FAPE), Least Restrictive Environment (LRE), due process
protections, and other safeguards. A 2017 U.S. Government Accountability Office study found
that most parents did not fully understand these consequences.® Even when consent forms are
provided, families might not realize that the services, evaluations, and procedural protections
they receive in public schools are tied directly to IDEA requirements.

Private schools accepting vouchers are generally not required to provide guaranteed admission
(“zero reject” protections), qualified personnel, individualized education programs with related
services, consistent evaluation procedures, or due process protections. As a result, students
with disabilities have been denied admission, counseled out, or dismissed after enrollment.’
Schools might accept students whose voucher funding is substantial but later determine they
cannot or will not provide necessary supports. Families often lose leverage in disputes and might
be required to pay additional costs above voucher amounts. Vouchers and a market-based
school system can seriously erode the rights of students with disabilities and their families.

B. Threats to Inclusive Education and Least Restrictive Environment (LRE)

TASH maintains that expanding segregated voucher systems risks reversing decades of
progress toward inclusion and equality for students with disabilities. Public policy should
strengthen inclusive systems rather than subsidize segregation.

The right to education in the least restrictive environment is a foundational principle of IDEA.
However, research examining major special education voucher programs found that references
to LRE and inclusive education were largely absent from program descriptions and participating
school materials.® Although voucher programs frequently reference IDEA or FAPE, they rarely
acknowledge that IDEA requires students with disabilities to have access to the general
education curriculum alongside nondisabled peers whenever appropriate. This omission
obscures both the legal significance of LRE and the broader civil rights history of inclusion.

Research consistently demonstrates that inclusive education is associated with stronger
academic outcomes, improved social relationships, higher employment expectations, and
greater community participation.' Conversely, segregated educational settings are associated
with lower expectations, reduced curriculum access, and fewer peer interactions. Students
educated in segregated environments are more likely to experience social isolation and
diminished long-term outcomes.?
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C. Concerns Regarding Parent Choice

TASH maintains that informed parent choice requires transparent and accessible
information, independent counseling for families, and accountability with clear information
about evidence-based inclusive practices and student outcomes.

Voucher programs rely heavily on the language of “parent choice.” While choice has historically
been important in advancing self-determination for people with disabilities, TASH argues that the
concept is often misleading in the context of market-based education reform. Choice is not fully
voluntary when public schools are underfunded or insufficiently supported. Families might seek
private placements because public systems lack resources or inclusive practices, not because
segregated settings are educationally superior.

Voucher systems also use market-oriented language such as “scholarships,” “specialized
services,” and “freedom to choose,” which can obscure the loss of legal rights and protections.
As stated above, parents are often asked to sign consent forms without fully understanding the
consequences of waiving IDEA protections. Research further suggests that market-based
educational systems encourage individualistic decision-making while weakening commitment to
education as a public good."™ Framing education primarily through consumer choice can reinforce
inequities based on race, disability, and income while diverting attention from structural
underfunding and inadequate public investment.™

D. Discrimination, Exclusion, and Accountability Concerns

TASH maintains that market-based education systems create structural inequities that
cannot be resolved solely through oversight reforms. Public funding requires public
accountability and access. Policies should strengthen inclusive public education systems
and protect the civil rights of students with disabilities rather than subsidize segregation and
unequal access.

As noted above, voucher systems lack many of the accountability mechanisms required of public
schools, including: public reporting, academic accountability, fiscal transparency, discipline
reporting, and oversight regarding discrimination and student outcomes. Yet, a pattern of
discrimination has been documented through research, as also cited above. Voucher programs
frequently serve disproportionately higher income White students while underserving students
with significant disabilities, low-income families, and rural communities.'

Students with significant support needs, communication disabilities, behavioral support needs,
assistive technology needs, or marginalized racial and linguistic identities are particularly
vulnerable to discrimination. Voucher rates allocated for students with high needs can create
financial incentives for segregated disability-only schools and programs. At the same time,
students perceived as costly or difficult to serve have been discouraged from enrolling, removed

“TASH




based on disability-related needs, or outright denied admission.’ In some cases, private schools
are charging families fees beyond what they receive through vouchers.®

While vouchers are framed in terms of a fair market system, the lack of transparency, information
or true competition, TASH is concerned that these conditions promote segregation and weaken
investment in inclusive public education.

E. Advocacy Strategies for Influencing State Decisions on Vouchers

Advocacy that aims to preserve inclusive public education and prevent the consequences of
voucher programs is critically important, particularly in light of the recently passed “One Big,
Beautiful Bill Act” which includes a federal voucher program. This program requires states to opt
in to participate. Whether or not a state has already adopted a voucher program for students with
disabilities, TASH reiterates its opposition to the use of public education funds for these
programs. Talking points and advocacy strategies to oppose voucher programs are provided
below:

Key Messages for Advocates

e Advocate for equitable public-school funding. Work to gain support on a position statement
that opposes voucher programs and is shared with school officials, state administrators and
legislators.

e Use your state bill tracker to identify voucher bills. Please note they are often developed
without inviting public comment.

e Spread information and build coalitions through webinars, letters to the editor, and social
media, community meetings, public forums.

e Raise awareness of how voucher programs are framed to shift mindsets, in which education is
constructed as a rated, consumer good versus a means for achieving the public good.

e Highlight how students with disabilities are framed solely in terms of individuals’ needs versus
a group that has been historically segregated and more recently won the hard-fought federal
right to inclusive education.

e Clarify the loss of federal rights to Free Appropriate Education (FAPE) and Least Restrictive
Environment (LRE).

e Require that parents and students maintain their rights under IDEA and ADA.

e Communicate and make readily available research on universally designed instruction and
inclusion in public schools, as well as consequences of segregation and voucher schools to
communities. Emphasize the positive role of public schools to families and communities.

e Demand that voucher proposals be put to the vote. When on ballots, they are likely to be
opposed.

e Know and use the language in your state constitution related to education.
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e Tietheissue to elected officials. Expose contributions made to legislators and public officials
by market investors.

e Collaborate in building a lawsuit. In a number of states, courts have ruled against the use of
public education funds for private schools.

e Encourage local public schools to track and welcome back those families that have chosen
vouchers and are dissatisfied.

Although TASH believes that we should advocate against the use of vouchers for private
schools using public education dollars, we concurrently need to prepare advocates and
families to ensure that state legislators guarantee and stand behind all the current IDEA
services, supports, and protections in any state voucher proposals. The following areas are
critical considerations in this debate:

1. Preserve the Right to a Free Appropriate Public Education (FAPE)

e Advocate for voucher policies that do not require families to waive core educational rights.

e Require clear disclosure of any rights that might be lost when entering a voucher program.

e Ensure public school options remain available for students whose needs cannot be metin
participating private schools.

2. Maintain Strong Evaluation and Eligibility Protections

e Require timely and comprehensive evaluations for students with suspected disabilities.
e Preserve independent evaluation rights and due process protections.
e Ensure voucher participation does not delay identification and support services.

3. Protect Individualized Educational Planning

e Require participating schools to develop individualized plans addressing disability-related
needs.

e Uphold requirements for measurable goals, progress monitoring, and regular parent
involvement.

e Ensure educational planning follows the student across settings.
4. Guarantee Meaningful Parent Rights

e Maintain parental access to records, meetings, and educational decision-making.
e Provide transparent information regarding services, staffing, and outcomes.
e Require informed consent before significant program changes.

5. Preserve Due Process and Dispute Resolution

e Establish accessible complaint and appeals processes.
e Provide mediation and impartial review mechanisms.
e Ensure families have meaningful recourse when services are denied.
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. Require Non-Discrimination and Equal Access

Prohibit discrimination based on disability.
Prevent schools from selectively admitting students with lower support needs.
Require reasonable accommodations and accessible facilities.

. Promote Accountability and Transparency

Require public reporting on enrollment, outcomes, and service delivery.
Track the experiences of students with disabilities separately.
Establish oversight mechanisms to monitor compliance.

. Ensure Adequate Funding for Supports and Services

Require funding formulas that reflect the true cost of disability-related services.
Provide supplemental supports for students with significant needs.
Avoid shifting costs to families.

. Protect Transition and Continuity of Services

Ensure smooth transitions between public and private settings, including state to state
relocation.

Preserve educational records and service documentation.

Protect continuity when students return to public schools.

10. Center Family and Self-Advocate Voices

Include families and individuals with disabilities in policy development.
Establish advisory councils with meaningful representation.
Require public input before major voucher policy changes.
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