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TO: Congress, U.S. Department of Treasury, Southern Governors and Interested Parties
FROM: Southern Education Foundation

DATE: January 16, 2026

RE: Federal Tax Credit Voucher Program

Purpose

School vouchers are often framed as a tool for choice, but their origins tell a very different story
— one rooted in efforts to resist integration and preserve racial segregation. This memo recounts
the troubling historical roots of school vouchers and examines how school privatization efforts
continue to exacerbate racial inequalities and harm students. The document begins with a summary
of the new federal school voucher program, followed by a historical timeline of school vouchers
and relevant contemporary examples of racial discrimination. The memo concludes with federal
and state policy recommendations to safeguard student civil rights and strengthen public schools.
Understanding the history of school vouchers is essential for policymakers committed to
developing a system that serves all students, as today’s decisions on school vouchers will shape
whether public education remains a cornerstone of opportunity or balloons into a private
commodity that drives segregation and inequality.

Overview of the Federal School Voucher Program

The federal school voucher program enacted through the One Big Beautiful Bill Act (P.L. 119-21)
(OBBBA) channels public funds to private K-12 schools by providing a dollar-for-dollar tax credit
for individuals who donate to scholarship granting organizations (SGOs).! Starting in 2027,
individuals can receive a federal tax credit up to $1,700 annually for contributions to an SGO.!
SGOs can then use these funds to distribute vouchers to families earning up to 300% of the area
gross median income (AGMI). The program’s income eligibility criteria would allow families
earning up to $491,700 in Arlington, VA; $431,700 in Kendall County, TX; and $398,100 in Wake
County, NC, to receive a scholarship to attend private school. For comparison purposes, a family
of four that earns $450,000 per year has an income that is 1,300 percent higher than the Federal
Poverty Level ($32,150).1

Research also shows that school voucher programs, such as the federal tax credit program,
primarily subsidize the cost of private schools for wealthy families with children already enrolled
in private school.’® According to the Institute on Taxation and Economic Policy, if just half of
anticipated voucher supporters participate in this new federal program, it could cost the federal
government around $51 billion annually," which is more than the federal government spent last
year on Title IV and special education programs combined."! In fact, this first-of-its-kind federal

' While there is statutory language that could allow funds to be used to support public school students, the law is
currently designed to support private school programs. In addition, the U.S. Department of Treasury has indicated that
its forthcoming regulations may prevent states from targeting funds to public school students, among other restrictions
on any state efforts to provide transparency and accountability.
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voucher program has the potential to become the nation’s largest K-12 education budgetary line
item. However, it could also provide a small amount of funding, as the official congressional
estimate for the program projects about $26 billion over 10 years, or $2.6 billion annually on
average."!

What You Should Know

School vouchers emerged during Massive Resistance to integration of public schools.

Efforts to privatize public education through the creation of school vouchers largely emerged to
circumvent federally mandated school integration following Brown v. Board of Education.*' The
Southern region’s response to federal desegregation orders is widely known as the period of
“Massive Resistance,” a coordinated political and social strategy by Southern state and federal
lawmakers to evade school integration. Between 1954 and 1965, Southern states enacted as many
as 450 laws and resolutions to block, postpone, or outright evade school desegregation.* More
specifically, these laws blocked funding for integrated schools, enabled the firing of staff who
favored desegregation, paused mandatory school attendance during integration efforts, allocated
taxpayer money to establish hundreds of private White segregation academies, and provided
tuition subsidies to White families to move their children out of public schools.* For example, in
1956, North Carolina enacted the Pearsall Plan, a legislative package of eight bills to preserve a
segregated school system so that “no child in North Carolina will be forced to attend a school
with a child of another race.”™!

As part of Massive Resistance, state lawmakers also created “tuition grants,” the earliest form of
school vouchers, enabling White families to use public funds to send their children to White-only
private schools, also known as segregation academies, that were intentionally designed to exclude
Black students.*! In 1965, the Alabama legislature approved $3.75 million ($36 million today) in
tuition grants (school vouchers) for students “to attend private schools rather than go to public
school classes with Negroes.” il By the end of 1965, Alabama, Georgia, Louisiana, Mississippi,
North Carolina, South Carolina, and Virginia had adopted school voucher programs and
maintained the lowest rates of school integration.*V

Timeline of School Desegregation Efforts and Massive Resistance 1940 — 2026

o ~1940s: Mass exodus from public schools in the South; across 15 Southern states, there
was a 43% increase in private school enrollment.*"

o 1954: The U.S. Supreme Court in Brown v. Board of Education ruled unanimously that
separating children based on race in public schools is unconstitutional X"

o 1956: “Tuition grants” (school vouchers) for private schools were provided to White
students to leave integrated public schools.*"ii

o 1958: Private school enrollment in the South increased by more than 250,000 students over
an eight-year period.*Vi

o 1961: Georgia passed a bill providing tax-funded scholarship vouchers and grants for
students to attend non-sectarian private schools amounting to around $218,000 (over $3.6
million today).**
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1954-1965: Southern states enacted as many as 450 laws and resolutions to block,
postpone, or evade school desegregation.**

1964: The U.S. Supreme Court ruled that Prince Edward County in Virginia could not
close its public schools and use public funds to support private segregated schools. i
1969: More than 200 private segregation academies were developed in Alabama,
Georgia, Louisiana, Mississippi, North Carolina, and South Carolina. Each state also had
voucher programs to incentivize White students to leave integrated public schools.*¥
1970-1971: Mississippi saw about 41,000 students leave its public schools.**ii

1977: Federal tax credit program for private school tuition received 50 cosponsors in the
U.S. Senate but never became law. v

1980: Around 675,000-750,000 White students in the South attended segregated private
schools, an 87.5% increase from 1970.%*Y

2021-2024: Seven Southern states enacted Education Savings Accounts voucher
programs. Vi

2025: Congress enacted the nation’s first federal school voucher program, the Federal Tax
Credit Voucher Program through the OBBBA Vil

2025-2026: The Trump Administration attempted to terminate funding for the Equity
Assistance Centers (Desegregation Assistance Centers), fired staff and closed regional
offices of the U.S. Department of Education’s (ED) Office for Civil Rights, and is illegally
taking apart the Department by moving its offices across federal agencies. Vil

School voucher programs fund discrimination with public dollars.

Today, there are nearly 300 private schools that began as segregation academies that are benefitting
from modern-day school voucher programs and still serving a majority-White student body.*** As
Southern states and others across the nation continue to establish and expand school voucher
programs, with many now lacking income eligibility limits, direct and indirect racial
discrimination persists.

Across Alabama’s 18 Black Belt counties, the dozen remaining segregation academies
have a predominantly White student body, despite a majority-Black residential
population.***

In Georgia, almost 50% of participants in its special needs voucher program were White
in 2023-24 (most recent data)** despite White students making up only 35%**i! of the
state’s population of K-12 students with disabilities.

Following North Carolina’s latest expansion of the Opportunity Scholarship voucher
program, which removed income eligibility requirements, White students now account for
73% of voucher recipients, representing a 10 percentage-point increase over the 2023-2024
school year, whereas Black students now represent only 11% of voucher recipients for the
2024-2025 school year, a decrease of 8 percentage points from the previous year.**xiil In
contrast, 42% and 24% of the K-12 public school population were White and Black
students, respectively.

After South Carolina eliminated its prior public school enrollment requirement to be
eligible for the state’s newest school voucher program, White students now account for
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nearly 70% of voucher recipients — up from 30% the previous year — despite representing
only 46%***¥ of the K-12 public education population. Black and Hispanic students now
account for just 26% of voucher recipients; in 2024, they represented 54% of
participants,*xVi

While today’s school voucher proponents no longer directly espouse discriminatory or
segregationist intent, the data offers plain evidence of school vouchers increasing racial
segregation and inequality in both design and use. The relationship between school vouchers and
racial discrimination is not accidental — it reflects the choices made by lawmakers who prioritize
private interests over their public and constitutional responsibility to serve al/l students. And given
substantial evidence from numerous statewide programs, we fear the new federal voucher program
could deepen opportunity gaps in education and further undermine a state’s constitutional promise
of a high-quality public education for a/l children.

Recommendations for Congress, the U.S. Department of Treasury, and Southern Governors
Policymakers are elected representatives of all of their constituents; they are fiscal stewards of
public dollars and public servants who have a duty to prioritize the public good. Thus, it is their
responsibility to confront the troubling history of school voucher programs and their present-day
consequences. One cannot simultaneously support racial equality and private school vouchers. We
must also note that outside of school vouchers’ troubling origins, multiple present-day state
evaluations of student outcomes across various Southern states offer no data that shows students
participating in state voucher programs perform above the state average or better than their
similarly situated public school peers. For these reasons, and many more, we respectfully urge
leaders to invest public resources into evidence-based practices and public school programs that
welcome and support the academic achievement and educational outcomes of a// students.

Federal Recommendations

Congress should immediately repeal the federal school voucher program and re-invest savings into
adequately supporting public schools through long-standing, bipartisan programs, such as Title I,
Individuals with Disabilities Act (IDEA), Magnet Schools Assistance Program, Full-Service
Community Schools Program, and 21%* Century Community Learning Centers.

If Congress is unable to repeal this program before it launches in 2027, the U.S. Department of
Treasury must ensure in both the final program regulations and in its oversight capacity that the
civil rights of all participating students and families are protected while also requiring robust and
transparent reporting to evaluate academic achievement and capture demographic data for
participating students. The U.S. Treasury should also put in place stringent protections and
oversight to prevent waste, fraud, and abuse of taxpayer funds that have plagued state private
school voucher programs for years. The U.S. Treasury must allow states full authority to add state-
level protections concerning these matters and reverse course from current plans that indicate that
it intends to limit state oversight on which SGOs can operate within state lines Vi
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Considerations for Southern Governors

Federal and state voucher programs are not neutral education reforms — they perpetuate
patterns of racial segregation that date back to the era of de jure segregation and Massive
Resistance. A governor’s decision to opt in to the federal school voucher program could serve to
accelerate the diversion of public dollars away from public schools and deepen racial segregation
in public and private school settings. Further, allowing public funds to flow to private schools
could directly undermine a state’s ability to achieve its constitutional obligation to provide a
quality public education for all students.

We recognize that the federal tax credit law could allow funds from this tax credit to support
expanded services and learning opportunities to public school students, such as tutoring,
afterschool programming, and supplies. However, the discretion and authority that states may have
to ensure that funds are indeed used this way may be significantly impacted by the forthcoming
regulations promulgated by the U.S. Department of Treasury, which has recently solicited public
comment on some matters of the program. At this critical juncture in rulemaking, the U.S.
Department of Treasury should ensure that governors have the authority and discretion to decide
how Scholarship Granting Organizations (SGOs) operate in their states and the choice to require
SGOs to award funds exclusively in support of services for public schools and their students.

Governors should hold the line on protecting student rights and public education and only
opt in to the federal tax credit program if they can ensure the tax donations can and will be
exclusively used to strengthen services for public school students through investments such as
high-impact tutoring, after-school programs, and summer enrichment opportunities.

Only if governors can implement the use of the federal tax credit school voucher programs as a
tool to bolster support for public schools and public school students, and have in place the
infrastructure to do so, should governors consider opting in to the tax credit program. Otherwise,
we urge governors not to opt in.

The bottom line is that school voucher programs are not necessary for our nation to invest in public
education and research-based strategies that work for students. Evidence-based school
improvement activities include (1) equitable and adequate funding to public schools; (2) high-
quality educators; (3) up-to-date learning materials and resources that are aligned to strong state
curriculum; (4) services and programs that meet the mental and physical health needs of students
and support their overall wellbeing, and (5) before- and after-school programs and expanded
learning opportunities — all of which are effective research-based practices that should not require
students to leave their neighborhood public schools.

We thank you for your consideration, time, and commitment to serve our public schools.

Southern Education Foundation
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Appendix
Do you know the truth about school voucher programs?

. Did you know that the inception of publicly funded private school voucher programs is
rooted in resistance to desegregation mandates?

. Did you know that since school vouchers were created, no independent evaluation has
shown statistically valid, improved academic gains for students who accept school
vouchers over similar students in the public school system?

. Did you know that despite the widespread adoption of all forms of school voucher
programs, they are not equally accessible to all families, especially those living in rural
communities?

. Did you know that school voucher programs often lack public fiscal accountability,
uniform school safety standards, and student outcomes data transparency that parents
need to make fully informed decisions for their children?

. Did you know that school voucher programs can force students with disabilities to waive
their special education rights, including their right to receive a free, appropriate education
in a setting that accommodates their needs?

. Did you know that school voucher programs create gateways for taxpayer-funded
discrimination?

. Did you know that school voucher programs are inefficient and duplicative because they
force states to allocate limited taxpayer resources to two school systems — one public
and one private?
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