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	 Last week we began looking at the proposal coming out of Harrisburg for “Educational 
Savings Accounts” or  “voucher-lite” as some call it.  Put forth by Senator John DiSanto of 
Dauphin County, the ESA program would create a “savings account” for students who attend 
schools who rank in the lowest 15% of PA schools according to the school performance profile. 
The School Performance Profile is based heavily on standardized testing scores.

DiSanto’s plan would take the money from the low performing public school and create 
an account to be used presumably by the child’s parent for “ tuition and fees at a participating 
private school; payment for a licensed or accredited tutor; fees for nationally norm-referenced 
tests and similar exams; industry certifications; curriculum and textbooks; and services to special 
education students such as occupational, speech, and behavioral therapies.”

This plan is wrong on so many levels, I don’t know where to start. 
At its base, I believe this plan is a scheme to divert yet more money from public schools 

to private schools.  These politicians who espouse these plans puff up their chests and claim they 
are trying to save poor children from consistently underperforming schools.  Let’s start with just 
two problems with this claim:  1.  Voucher plans have not been proven to work.  2.  Parents make 
flawed choices about their children’s schooling.

A November 20 article in Education Week by Arianna Prothero is headlined, “Precious 
Little Evidence That Vouchers Improve Achievement, Recent Research Finds.”  The headline is a 
good summation.  The article states that studies out of Lousiana, Ohio and the District of 
Columbia (places where private school vouchers have been in place for a while) found that 
“students, most of whom are low-income, fare worse academically after leaving their public 
schools.”  David Figlio, an economist at Northwest University, noted in his study of Ohio 
vouchers that “kids going to private school on voucher programs might do worse in reading and 
math than they do in public schools.”  Further research studies conducted in other states with 
voucher programs cited similar results in this article.  

There is an assumption by politicians like DiSanto that private schools offer a better 
education than public schools.  What I find fascinating about this is that private schools are not 
evaluated by the state like public schools.  They are not rated at all.  So how do you know if 
you’re taking money from a public school and giving it to an underperforming private school?  
You don’t.  This is especially true in the K-8 arena where there are not even SAT scores to 
consider.    I can tell you in our experience, we often receive transfer students from private 
schools who are often behind in our curriculum.   I can elaborate on this, but I’ll just say this:  
I’ll put the education we offer at General McLane up against any private school in northwest PA. 
I’m certain we offer greater opportunity and greater quality.  

I’m sure that supporters of ESAs will say it doesn’t matter if the private school is 
underperforming as the parents are making the decision.  That brings me to my second point.

An October 18, 2017 article by Gail Cornwall in The Atlantic was titled “Why Parents 
Make Flawed Choices About Their Kids’ Schooling.”  In this article, Cornwall points out that 
this “school choice” idea got started in 1955 when Nobel Prize winning economist Milton 
Friedman proposed applying the principles of the free market to education.  Bad idea, Milt!  
Cornwall uses a study of New York schools by Abdulkdiroglu, Pathak, Schellenber and Walters 
to point out the folly of this free market approach.  The free-market rationale for school-choice 
programs noted Pathak, “depends on having sufficient information” and the study suggests 
parents don’t.  Choice based education, the authors say, “penalize schools that enroll low-
achievers rather than schools that offer poor instruction.”
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One paragraph in the article sums it up well:  “New York City parents choose schools that 
enroll a lot of high-achievers.  While schools like that tend to be effective, they aren’t always – 
and just how effective they are varies.  Yet parents didn’t seem to pick up on that:  When school 
A and school B had the same type of student body but school A was much more effective, 
parents didn’t apply to it more often or rank it more highly.”

Since politicians have ignored the research and results on charter schools and continue to 
support them, I don’t suspect they will let research inform their decisions on diverting more 
public money to private schools.  Next week, I’ll review some other reasons this ESA idea 
should be scrubbed.


