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Abstract 
 
Unsurprisingly, the proliferation of statewide school choice policies has resulted in increased 

student use. Most research on school choice policies examines the policies’ effects on student 

outcomes. However, the policies are not uniform in design or in student take-up rates. Our 

team’s exploratory study tracked initial enrollment rates in nearly all the existing school choice 

programs to identify the impact of specific design features on take-up rates in school choice 

initiatives, analyzing them through an economic market-based framework, from the demand side. 

We measured specific policy design elements to assess whether they determined enrollment 

rates. We also analyzed relevant state conditions for their impact on choice take-up rates.  

 

Keywords: school choice, Education Savings Accounts, school vouchers, program take-up rates, 

policy design 

 

  



5 
 

Introduction 
 

Policies do not arise in isolation; rather, they take shape either through deliberate design 

or as a response to immediate circumstances. Ideally, policies are intentionally crafted with their 

design reflecting the motivations of both the policymakers and the consumers of the policy. 

Budgetary, regulatory, and resource constraints can limit the achievement of intended policy 

goals. Competing motivations can create a push and pull effect for primacy in the ultimate design 

of the policy. Policy design theory asserts that policies are created after the identification of a 

problem (Hwang, 2016). In the case of school choice policies, they were developed to solve the 

identified need that many parents have for schools that are more responsive to individual 

students.  

School choice policies are currently in place in 34 states. Are they solving the problems 

that prompted their adoption? Some states have identified an extremely narrow problem and 

sought to design policies that would mitigate the scope of the limited concern. A good example 

of this approach is Maine’s town-tuitioning program, launched in 1873 to cover the private 

school tuition of students in rural areas that lack public schools (EdChoice). Others are sweeping 

and universal. Around 70% of parents surveyed support school choice initiatives (Skandara, 

2024). Which initiatives do they favor? Our exploratory study relies on a demand-side theory 

approach to examine the design elements of the policies. Considering state conditions (political, 

compositional, and budgetary), policy features are measured individually and collectively to 

determine their impact on school choice program enrollment rates.  

  For the purposes of this study, we identify the inclusion of specific design features 

grouped as additive features (transportation and public-school opportunities including driver’s ed 

and athletics), eligibility limiters (IEP status, prior public-school requirements, income limits, 



6 
 

etc.), state level capacity features (state-imposed restraints such as funding and student 

enrollment caps), and regulatory features (testing requirements). We measure the enrollment of 

each program during its first, second, and most recent year against two metrics: funded eligibility 

rates and the percentage of choice-enrolled students relative to total K-12 enrollment. We focus 

on answering the following research questions:  

1. Which state level features influence private school choice enrollment rates?  

2. Which additive, limiting, capacity, and regulatory design features of school choice 

policies affect enrollment rates independent of state-level contextual features?  

.  

 

 

  



7 
 

Literature Review 
The Economics of Choice 

Market-based economic theory states that the market moves to meet the demands of the 

consumer (in the case of school choice, the consumer is the parent, and the market is the 

surrounding educational environment). Closely associated with philosopher Adam Smith, the 

basic concept is that people buy what they want, and the market is incentivized to produce what 

the people want to buy. In The Wealth of Nations, Smith observed that, ‘Consumption is the sole 

end and purpose of all production; and the interest of the producer ought to be attended to, only 

as far as it may be necessary for promoting that of the consumer.’ (IV: VIII, p. 660). In short, 

contrasted with the producer-focused mercantilism, in market economics, the consumer is 

primary, and producers have an incentive to craft products that meet the needs and wishes of the 

consumer. This concept has been applied to the appeal of private schools over monopolistic 

public schools (Peterson,1998), but it has not been applied to the design of the policy that 

enables parents to access private schools through choice. Is the Invisible Hand of Smith active in 

shaping education choice policy take-up rates through the push and pull of the consumer and the 

producer?  

Of course, there are limitations to the application of Smith’s vision of market-based 

demand-side economics to the world of education. Rather than the private sector where the 

market may accept that some would-be consumers will not have access to the market, in 

education, ideally all students should have access to a quality education. Thus, school choice 

theorists hypothesize that choice builds competition, which in turn improves schools for all. 

While that theory is beyond the scope of this research question, the concept of equitable access 
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to quality schools remains central. Do choice policy designs affect the quality of schools 

available by creating policies responsive to parent preferences? 

Today, there are five distinct types of school programs: Education Savings Accounts 

(ESAs), School Vouchers, Tax-Credit Education Savings Accounts (TCESAs), Tax-Credit 

Scholarships, and Refundable Tax-Credits (Edchoice, Dashboard). These programs provide 

funds for parents to use, primarily to pay tuition at private schools. Notably, of the approximately 

54 million total K-12 students, 47 million are enrolled in public schools. For those students, most 

states allow choices within the public sector in the form of magnet schools, charter schools, and 

interdistrict choice, whereby students can choose any school within their district given 

enrollment space. While 2.8 million students are enrolled in magnet schools, 3.7 million are 

enrolled in charter schools, and 600,000 students are enrolled in interdistrict choice (EdChoice, 

National Center of Education Statistics). This study is not concerned with the forms of choice 

within the public sector. Rather, this study focuses on students using public funds within the 

private sector. The demand for these programs is growing, especially in the wake of the extended 

school lockdowns during the COVID pandemic (Greene, 2024; Singleton, 2024; Aldis, 2024; 

Stanford, 2023). But while universal school choice has evolved into a debate between public and 

private education, both using public funding, there has not been an effort to determine which 

specific features of both sectors of education are more likely to aid parents in obtaining the 

education their students most need (Singer, 2024).   

Research has investigated the popularity of school choice initiatives, as shown by the 

oversubscription of many current programs (Greene, 2024; Aldis, 2024) and the commitment of 

many policymakers to adopt choice programs (Center for Education Opportunity, 2024; 

Singleton, 2023), but while surveys aimed at determining the reasons parents give for choosing 
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schools out of their assigned districts (Grady, 2020; Kamenetz, 2015; Cantu, et al., 2021; 

McShane, 2024), there has not been a systematic review of the existing programs to determine 

the features of programs that correspond to higher take-up rates (Tarnowski, 2024; DeAngelis, et 

al. 2023).  Marty Lueken, director of EdChoice’s Fiscal Research and Education Center, 

analyzed the (at the time) 47 school choice policies to determine the take-up rates. The findings 

showed that initial and persistent take-up rates tend to be low and grow at a slow, but steady, rate 

(2023). The study analyzed polices and their respective enrollment rates, but it did not determine 

what connections could be inferred between policy decisions, state-level features, and the take-

up. As the report noted, “this descriptive analysis does not tell us why we observe low take-up 

rates for most programs...” (2023). More recently, Lueken (2025) followed that by assessing the 

supply-side economics impact on enrollment. His focus was primarily the connection between 

demand, supply, with cost as a factor (Figure 1). Previously, scholars have investigated 

participating schools’ willingness to accept government funds, which speaks to the supply-side 

of the equation.  (DeAngelis, et al., 2023). However, a complementary examination of demand-

side issues is necessary. 
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Figure 1 
A theoretical model of private school market response to universal school choice policy  
 
From “The Supply Side of School Choice: What Happens to Private School Tuition When Demand 
Grows?” by M. Lueken, 2025, Informed Choice. 

 
 
 
Parent Motivation in Choosing Schools 
 

Parents report a variety of reasons for choosing schools (Grady, 2020; Kamenetz, 2015; 

Cantu, et al., 2021; McShane, 2024). These reasons are related to convenience, future goals, or 

personal priority, with families lower in socioeconomic status (SES) more concerned with 

convenience. Many reasons that parents give for choosing a school cluster around safety and 

school quality (Barna, 2017; Holmes, 2017). Information about the schools of choice improves 

the choices parents make (Jochim, Hayward, & Gross, 2019). There is no definitive research 

showing that policy makers craft school choice legislation with parent preference driving design 

(Curry, 2018; DeAngelis & Dills, 2018; Epple, 2015; Mills, et al., 2016). Instead, frequently 
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policies are designed for reasons of pragmatism and political expediency.  

  Parents engage in a similar rational decision-making process. Notably, recent strong 

survey evidence indicates that parents are prioritizing safety in school choice decisions (Ritter, 

2024). Parents fear school violence from both intruders and bullies, and that fear has grown in 

the years since the pandemic. Parents have even indicated a willingness to prioritize safety over 

academic quality. Given that parents express concern with student safety among other 

individualized needs for school, policymakers would be wise to design policies that align with 

these concerns to maximize the highest chance for successful implementation. Policies that 

reflect parents’ preferences are more likely to gain support and succeed. In this context, policies 

are the products competing for consumer interest, with parents as the decision makers. To 

improve enrollment, policymakers must understand parental behavior and identify which aspects 

of school choice- such as safety, academic quality, or the appeals of private options, drive higher 

enrollment. Factors related to the public school system (such as safety) or the appeal of private 

options (such as religious freedom), can create a push/pull dynamic, which can then influence 

parent preferences. However, policies must also account for potential obstacles to enrollment, 

such as resource limitations or logistical challenges, which could constrain parents’ ability to 

choose schools.  

For parents and students to have agency over the demands they prefer, the obstacles to 

their engagement must be mitigated. Our analysis evaluates how effectively current policies 

reduce barriers and improve access to quality educational options, accounting for the factors 

parents say are most important in their families’ decisions about school. Choice by itself does not 

benefit student outcomes or build equity without ease of access (Kamenetz, 2015). Obstacles 

related to parent information, ease of access (including transportation provisions), unfunded 
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costs, limited paths to eligibility, and the stringency of regulatory burdens often dissuade parents 

from enrolling in school choice initiatives. Each of these can cause parents to abandon their 

child’s enrollment in choice policies. Unsurprisingly, students with the greatest number of 

obstacles to enrolling in school choice initiatives, such as those with lower SES or from single-

parent households, are often most unlikely to enroll in choice programs (Lee, et al., 1996; 

Stewart & Wolf, 2014). Ill-designed policies that do not reflect parental preference will not only 

limit access but could resultantly lead to greater inequity (Sude & Wolf, 2019; Waddington, et 

al., 2023). 

There is a gap in the current literature. While we know that school choice policy is 

growing at a rapid pace with both policymakers and parents making decisions about schools with 

individual motivations, we know little if anything about which program design features lead to 1) 

a stronger and more lasting take-up of the program and, 2) better student outcomes. This research 

focuses on answering the first question of which features of existing school choice policies lead 

to higher take-up rates. 

Data 
The data for this study came from a variety of reliable administrative sources. First, we 

drew upon descriptive information assembled by EdChoice from originating statutes and annual 

state reports to build a list of the 65 private school choice programs enacted as of 2024, as well 

as their total student fall enrollments one, two, and five years after launch in addition to the fall 

of 2024 (Table 1). Programs that merely offer a non-refundable individual tax credit or 

deduction, or that were enacted after March 2024, are excluded from the list and from our data. 

Vermont famously enacted the first private school choice program in 1869, providing school 
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vouchers to students in rural areas that lacked public schools at the child’s grade level. Maine 

followed with a similar “Town-Tuitioning” program four years later. These early school choice 

programs have operated continuously for over 150 years. Wisconsin enacted the first urban 

school voucher program in 1990, followed by Ohio six years later. Arizona enacted the first tax-

credit scholarship program in 1997, and Minnesota launched the first refundable individual tax 

credit/deduction in 1998. The most recently enacted initiative in our study is the Arkansas 

Education Freedom Accounts, an ESA program passed in March 2024. The largest program 

based on 2024 enrollments is the Florida Tax Credit ESA, serving 125,657 students. The 

smallest program in our data is the Mississippi disability voucher program, with 10 students 

enrolled. 

The average amount spent per student in private school choice programs is below the 

2025 national public-school average of $17,073 in most cases (Public School Review, n.d.). 

Exceptions include programs targeted to students with severe disabilities, such as the Ohio 

Autism Scholarship Program. Nearly 2,000 different private schools participate in the Florida 

Tax Credit Scholarship Program, whereas only one private school participates in Mississippi’s 

Nate Rogers Scholarship for Students with Disabilities Program. 

Table 1 
School choice programs by state, type, launch year, enrollment, funding, & school participation 

State   
Program 
Type   Program Name   Launched   Y1   Y2   Y5   24   

Avg 
$/student      

Funding 
%  Schools  

AL  TCS   
Education Scholarship 
Program   2013   20   5,792   4,092   2,829   3478.00   0.29   44   

AL  
ITCS/Dedu
ction   

Accountability Act of 
2013 Parent-Taxpayer 
Refundable Tax 
Credits   2013   94   125   145   44   6800.00   0.57   126   

AZ  ESA   
Empowerment 
Scholarship Accounts   2011   153   302   2,505   76,391   9818.00   0.94   404   

AZ  TCS   

“Switcher” Individual 
Income Tax Credit 
Scholarship Program   2012   4,473   13,528   22,348   21,241   1710.00   0.16   346   

AZ  TCS   

Lexie’s Law for 
Disabled and 
Displaced Students Tax 
Credit Scholarship 2009   114   166   217   1168   3844.00   0.37   137   
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Program   

AZ  TCS   

Low-Income Corporate 
Income Tax Credit 
Scholarship Program   2006   1940   2979   4,569   29,582   3834.00   0.37   291   

AZ  TCS   

Original Individual 
Income Tax Credit 
Scholarship Program   1997   128   3207   19,582   23,826   2093.00   0.2I   350   

AR   absorbed  

Arkansas Succeed 
Scholarship Program 
for Students with 
Disabilities   2016   23   178   485      6391.00   0.53   100   

AR   ESA   

Arkansas Children’s 
Educational Freedom 
Account Program   2024   14,297   14,297      14,297   6672.00   0.55   94   

AR  TCS   

Philanthropic 
Investment in Arkansas 
Kids Scholarship 
Program   2022   208   337      449   5526.00   0.24   128   

FL   ESA   

Family Empowerment 
Scholarship for 
Educational Options 
Program   2019   17,100   33842   136,087   

136,087 
  7850.00   0.72   1,960   

FL   ESA   

Family Empowerment 
Scholarship for 
Students with Unique 
Abilities (ESA)   2014   1,560   4,819   12,188   91,037   9860.00   0.84   1,972   

FL   
Tax-Credit 
ESA   

Florida Tax Credit 
Scholarship Program   2001   15,585   11,550   17,819   

125,657 
  7815.00   0.67   1,990   

FL   TCS   
Hope Scholarship 
Program   2018   127   436   899   538   7815.00   0.67   931   

GA  TCS   
Qualified Education 
Expense Tax Credit   2008   1,900   11292   13,268   21,849   4624.00   0.34   .   

GA   Voucher   
Georgia Special Needs 
Scholarship Program   2007   899   1,596   3,229   5,864   6821.00   0.5   273   

IL   
Tax 
Credit   Invest in Kids   2000   7178   7,435   9,656   9,656   7867.00   0.41   462   

IN  ESA   
Education Scholarship 
Account Program   2022   169   540   .   540   6237.00   0.51   14   

IN  TCS   
School Scholarship Tax 
Credit   2010   386   559   11,064   11,405   2054.00   0.17   381   

IN  Voucher   
Choice Scholarship 
Program   2011   3,911   9,139   32,686   70,095   6264.00      357   

IA  ESA   ESA Program   2023   16,757   .   .   16,757   7413.00   0.56   .   

IA  TCS   

School Tuition 
Organization Tax 
Credit   2006   487   7,527   10,208   10,239   2062.00   0.15   143   

KS  TCS   
Tax Credit for Low-
Income Students   2015   109   204   519   1,340   3199.00   0.23   88   

LA  TCS   
Tuition Donation 
Credit Program   2012   16   63   1,896   2,444   7048.00   0.47   191   

LA  Voucher   

School Choice 
Program for Certain 
Students with 
Exceptionalities   2011   182   197   336   428   2436.00   0.16   21   

LA  Voucher   

Student Scholarships 
for Educational 
Excellence Program   2008   640   1,100   4,967   5,541   6793.00   0.46   131   

ME  Voucher   
Town Tuitioning 
Program   1873   4,808   5,438   5,635   4,149   13268.00   0.71   31   

MD  Voucher   Broadening Options 2016   2,402   2,659   2,529   2,942   2937.00   0.16   154   
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and Opportunities for 
Students Today 
(BOOST) Program   

MN  
ITCS/Dedu
ction   

K–12 Education 
Credit   1998   57083   51080   60,942   18,191   287.00   0.02   .   

MS  ESA   

Equal Opportunity for 
Students with Special 
Needs Program   2015   174   340   560   381   7089.00   0.64   104   

MS  Voucher   

Mississippi Dyslexia 
Therapy Scholarship 
for Students with 
Dyslexia Program   2012   32   72   165   237   6063.00   0.55   5   

MS  Voucher   

Nate Rogers 
Scholarship for 
Students with 
Disabilities Program   2013   1   14   .   10   6063.00   0.55   1   

MO  
Tax-Credit 
ESA   

Missouri Empowerment 
Scholarship Accounts 
Program   2021   970   1360   .   1,997   6375.00   0.5   .   

MT  TCS   

Tax Credits for 
Contributions to 
Student Scholarship 
Organizations   2015   771   1,050   .   1,050   2190.00   0.16   73   

NV  TCS   

Nevada Educational 
Choice Scholarship 
Program   2015   541   1,113   1,491   1,827   5263.00   0.47   156   

NH  ESA   
Education Freedom 
Account Program   2021   2,061   3,025   4,770   4,770   5255.00   0.26   .   

NH  TCS   
Education Tax Credit 
Program   2013   103   40   332   1,228   3676.00   0.18   68   

NH  Voucher   
Town Tuitioning 
Program   2017   9   17   0   17   14000.00   0.88   80   

NC  ESA   
Education Student 
Accounts (ESA+)   2022   277   304      3,566   6965.00   0.57   343   

NC  Voucher   
Opportunity 
Scholarships   2014   1216   3682   9,651   32,549   5701.00   0.47   544   

OH  Voucher   
Autism Scholarship 
Program   2004   70   300   900   5,205   29639.00   1.94   279   

OH  Voucher   
Cleveland Scholarship 
Program   1996   1,994   2,914   3,674   8,045   6092.00   0.4   58   

OH  Voucher   
Educational Choice 
Scholarship Program   2006   3,071   7,033   13,395   41,303   6036.00   0.39   462   

OH  Voucher   

Jon Peterson Special 
Needs Scholarship 
Program   2012   1,342   2,061   4,887   8,650   5512.00   0.36   511   

OH  Voucher   
Income-Based 
Scholarship Program   2013   1,057   3,517   9,532   88,238   10801.00   0.71   428   

OK   TCS   

Oklahoma Equal 
Opportunity Education 
Scholarships   2013   38   467   1,566   3,222   2695.00   0.28   106   

OK  Voucher   

Lindsey Nicole Henry 
Scholarships for 
Students with 
Disabilities   2010   53   144   364   1,256   8083.00   0.75   77   

PA  TCS   

Educational 
Improvement Tax 
Credit Program   2001   17,350   20,208   29,638   54,241   2583.00   0.14   .   

PA  TCS   

Opportunity 
Scholarship Tax Credit 
Program   2012   1,315   7,601   14,556   23,430   1853.00   0.1   .   

RI  TCS   
Tax Credits for 
Contributions to 2007   278   328   332   478   3009.00   0.15   51   
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Scholarship 
Organizations   

SC  
ITCS/Dedu
ction   

Refundable 
Educational Credit for 
Exceptional Needs 
Children   2015   322   378   564   624   8013.00   0.62   .   

SC  TCS   

Educational Credit for 
Exceptional Needs 
Children Fund   2014   405   1,152   2,322   1,460   2400.00   0.19   102   

SD  TCS   
Partners in Education 
Tax Credit Program   2016   295   481   863   1671   1972.00   0.17   45   

TN  ESA   ESA Program   2021   452   2088   .   3578   9329.00   0.83   .   

TN  ESA   

Individualized 
Education Account 
Program   2017   47   88   297   692   10709.00   0.95   29   

UT  TCS   

Special Needs 
Opportunity 
Scholarship Program   2021   130   345   .   345   9500.00   1   36   

UT  Voucher   

Carson Smith Special 
Needs Scholarship 
Program   2005   107   340   602   900   7564.00   0.8   93   

VT  Voucher   
Vermont – Town 
Tuitioning Program   1869   3,437   3,752   2,808   3,541   16488.00   0.66   140   

VA  TCS   

Education Improvement 
Scholarships Tax 
Credits Program   2013   46   636   3,281   5,274   2918.00   0.19   192   

DC  Voucher   
D.C. Opportunity 
Scholarship Program   2004   1,027   1,716   1,714   1,311   12967.00   0.46   40   

WV  ESA   
Hope Scholarship 
Program   2022   2,333   5,791   .   5,791   4299.00   0.3   145   

WI  Voucher   
Milwaukee Parental 
Choice Program   1990   341   521   802   29,732   10539.00   0.72   136   

WI  Voucher   
Parental Choice 
Program (Statewide)   2013   511   1,008   4,534   21,638   10500.00   0.72   344   

WI  Voucher   

Parental Private 
School Choice 
Program (Racine)   2011   228   508   2,126   4,185   10585.00   0.73   36   

WI  Voucher   
Special Needs 
Scholarship Program   2016   235   252   1,425   3,068   15065.00   1.03   179  

 

Our team’s outcome variables include both the full participation rate and the funded 

participation rate for the most recently completed year of 2024, as well as the first, second, and 

fifth years of the program, if applicable. The full participation rate is the number of students 

participating in the program divided by the total number of school-age children in the state. The 

funded participation rate is the number of students participating in the program divided by the 

maximum number of students who could participate, given the statutory funding and eligibility 

restrictions of the program. The full participation rate signals the extent to which a program is 

broadly popular in the state. The funded participation rate signals the extent to which it is full. 
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The average full participation rate in 2024 for the 64 programs reflected in the data was 

1%. The Florida Tax Credit Scholarship Program scored the highest full participation rate for 

that year at almost 6.9% of the Sunshine State’s school-age children. The Mississippi program 

for students with disabilities had the lowest full participation rate of .0019% of all school-age 

students in the Magnolia State. The average funded participation rate across the 64 programs was 

42%, although outliers ranged from 144.5% (Ohio’s Autism Scholarship Program) to a mere 

.19% (Minnesota’s K-12 Education Credit). Full participation rates tend to be tiny in the first 

program year and grow incrementally over time. Funded participation rates average 17% in the 

initial year of the programs, increasing steadily to an average of 26% in year 2 and 39% in year 

5. These low average initial and medium-term participation rates belie the claim that private 

school choice programs destroy the public school system by emptying out district-run schools 

(Bedrick & Tarnowski, 2023).  

We included a series of variables to capture school quality and state context. To measure 

school quality, we examined the 4th and 8th grade National Assessment of Education Progress 

(NAEP) scores, calculating the average score in math and reading during the year of program 

implementation and averaging and standardizing the average against the national mean. We 

assessed financial investment in school choice policies in two ways. First, we used the average 

dollar amount of state funding allocated to choice programs. Second, we incorporated funding 

grades from both the American Legislative Exchange Council (ALEC) and EdChoice. As an 

additional educational context variable, we included the rate for high school 4-year graduation. 

We measured political context by determining partisan control in the year of program 

implementation (derived from National Conference of State Legislatures, or NCSL) represented 

within the data as 1 for states with Republican control of both Legislative and Executive 
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branches and 0 for the states with either Democratic or Split control. The second measure of 

financial investment in school choice we used was the average of state funding allocated to 

choice programs as a percent of choice program funding compared to public school funding. We 

used the Census Bureau’s ranking of each state’s population density (including the District of 

Columbia) 1-51 from most to least dense. We included rates of student-reported bullying at the 

regional level, drawn from the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES), and at the state 

level, drawn from the National Survey of Children’s Health (NSCH). To make the two accounts 

comparable, for the NCES figure, we separated each program into regions as defined by NCES. 

We accounted for the saturation of private school availability within each state by dividing the 

number of private schools by the number of public schools within the state. We drew from 

EdChoice survey results to measure the average of parent support for ESAs and vouchers by 

parents within a state. We included the proportion of people living in poverty within a state. 

Using a report from Fordham, we examined teacher union strength within a state, categorized 

from 1-5, with 1 representing “strongest” and 5 indicating “weakest”. The final state measure 

was the US Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) unemployment rate the year of enactment. 

Table 2 
Descriptive statistics of variables used in the analysis 

Variables      Mean SD     Min  Max N 
Outcome variables      
Full rate 24 1.367% 1.606% 0.0019% 6.850% 64 
Funded rate 24 42.14% 40.60% 0.0190% 144.5% 64 
Full rate Y1 0.4326% 1.045% 0.0002% 6.054% 65 
Funded rate Y1 16.78% 29.71% 0.0038% 134.8% 65 
Full rate Y2 0.5525% 1.034% 0.0027% 5.417% 57 
Funded rate Y2 26.24% 35.13% 0.0148% 115.7% 57 
Full rate Y5 0.8445% 1.034% 0.0027% 5.417% 64 
Funded rate Y5 39.15% 35.13% 0.0148% 115.7% 65 
      
State policy variables      
Average 4th NAEP -0.9365 6.8330  -28.50 12.50 63 
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Average 8th NAEP -1.0937 6.8365  -28 13 63 
Average state funding 6,778.57   4,551.82  287 29,639 65 
Funding grade 55.0194   19.66  15.23 89.8700 64 
Graduation rates 79.64% 8.290% 58.70% 93.00% 65 
NCES bullying report (by region) 13.50% 2.830% 11.70% 20.10% 65 
Percent to public funding 49.69% 31.18% 2.000% 194.00% 65 
Population density 24.8548   11.63  1 50 62 
Reports of bullying (by state) 23.42% 2.673% 17.95% 30.00% 65 
Republican Control 0.7500   0.4561  0 1 65 
Saturation of participating 
schools  9.390% 11.26% 0% 54.59% 57 
School choice support 71.00% 3.464% 63.00% 76.00% 62 
State poverty (census) 12.03% 3.068% 7.100% 17.80% 65 
Teacher union strength 3.5313   1.3912  1 5 64 
Unemployment enactment year 5.720% 2.020% 2.900% 10.60% 59 
      
Policy feature variables      
IEP 0.3438   0.4787  0 1 64 
Max Income 0.5625   0.5000  0 1 64 
Mutliple paths eligiblity 0.3226   0.4713  0 1 62 
Public school access 0.5000   0.5345  0 2 64 
Public school requirement 0.4844   0.5037  0 1 64 
Priority school designation 0.1129   0.3191  0 1 62 
State fully funds program 0.4194   0.4975  0 1 62 
State-wide 0.8438   0.3660  0 1 64 
Testing Required 0.6250   0.4880  0 1 64 
Transportation 0.3385   0.4769  0 1 65 
Tuition fully funded 0.4375   0.6140  0 2 64 

 
 

Due to challenges in data availability across time, a modest number of cases were lost 

through listwise deletion in our regression models. As a robustness check, we used the 

“fillmissing” command in STATA to impute the missing data points for school saturation, and 

the regressions were re-estimated. The results remained consistent, suggesting that the missing 

data had a minimal impact on the findings, though we would have preferred to have a complete 

dataset.  
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Preliminary analyses revealed that the state-level measures of poverty rates, bullying 

incidence, school achievement, and school choice support remained consistent and largely 

independent predictors of our school choice enrollment dependent variables. In contrast, teacher 

union strength and density variables were either significantly correlated with other measures or 

did not consistently predict variation in the outcomes. Given the limited statistical power of our 

models, we omitted those state-level controls from the final regression estimations, thereby 

preserving degrees of freedom. Various measures of economic health were correlated with one 

another, leading us to use only the state poverty measure for the analysis.  

The number of open seats in participating schools was not available to us for this study.  

We realize this absence could create omitted variable bias in our results. To mitigate the level of 

bias, we used the number of schools participating in each state as detailed in the saturation 

number as a control variable (Table 1). This measure is an imperfect proxy for the number of 

open seats. Future studies should try to obtain more granular measures of both capacity and 

access. 

Theoretical Approach and Policy Feature 
Variables 

The theoretical model for this study investigating school choice policy design features 

integrates demand-side theory to examine how both parental preference and assigned public 

school quality may influence school choice take-up. From a demand-side perspective, parents are 

consumers who make school selections based on individual preferences related to academic 

quality, convenience, and safety, while simultaneously navigating barriers including imperfect 

information, financial constraints, or eligibility limitations. The model supposes that school 

choice policies that most effectively reflect parent preferences and limit barriers will stimulate 



21 
 

demand, creating a feedback loop: the higher the alignment with parent priorities, the higher the 

program enrollment, which in turn strengthens the demand and legitimacy for the program. This 

framework serves a dual purpose. It provides both an empirical foundation for how parental 

preferences shape their school choice decisions, and it identifies potential policy gaps that may 

limit equitable access to individualized educational opportunities. By highlighting the ethos of 

parental decision-making and the structural conditions that facilitate or inhibit choice, this 

framework aims to guide more effective and inclusive designs and implementation of school 

choice initiatives to ensure both program and student success. 

We designed this framework to evaluate four key domains: the academic quality of 

traditional public schools, private school features that are most often subject to legislation, 

parental school choice support, and economic health within each state. Our team grounded our 

theory in the belief that students are both pushed from public schools because of negative factors 

and also pulled toward private schools in a desire for what private schools offer, with varying 

levels of intensity. Our theoretical framework informed our dependent variable of “School 

Choice Enrollment.” Although we initially measured the impact of academic quality, policy 

determinants, and state descriptors against both the full population of K-12 students in a state and 

against only the population of students who are both eligible and who could, potentially, receive 

funding from the state, we ultimately believe that the full population of K-12 students is the more 

accurate and policy-relevant outcome to use. There are levers that state policymakers can use to 

determine both eligibility and the likelihood of receiving funding. These include restricting 

eligibility to students who have an Individualized Education Plan (IEP), limiting participation to 

students who attend a failing school, or setting the overall level of funding provided by the 

legislature to fund program implementation. If we were to limit the outcome measure to only the 
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funded and eligible population, we would effectively obscure the policy choices embedded in 

those eligibility criteria. By instead using the full student population as the denominator, we 

capture the complete policy landscape-including the design features that shape eligibility and 

funding and can more accurately assess their impact on program take-up rates. 

Figure 2 
A theoretical framework for understanding choice from a demand determinants perspective 

Empirical Approach 
First, we built a comprehensive dataset of policy features and contextual information for 

nationwide school choice policies, drawing heavily on the resources at EdChoice. Second, we 

estimated a baseline series of regressions measuring only the impact of state-level and school 

quality factors on enrollment rates at years 1, 2, 5, and 2024. These models provided an initial 

view of the impact of state-level conditions independent of program design. Subsequently, we 

introduced design features to evaluate their association with enrollment outcomes. To further 

assess the effects of policy designs, we grouped the program features into 4 thematic clusters–

limiters, additive, funding, and regulatory–to predict impacts on both sets of outcomes. Our 

working hypothesis was that these clusters of policies would act in consistent ways to influence 

enrollment rates. Finally, as a robustness check, we incorporated additional data from NCES 
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measuring rates of bullying in public schools disaggregated into the US Census-defined regions. 

We used this to assess whether regional patterns used to measure rates of bullying remained 

consistent with state measures of bullying rates. Several state-level controls (including 

population density and funding grade) were highly collinear with other key or failed to provide 

insights into the models. They were excluded from our models before we proceeded to estimate 

our final results. All included variables were tested and retained based on acceptable collinearity 

diagnostics and theoretical relevance.  

 We estimated these five regression equations:  

Equation 1: 

 

Equation 2:  

 

Equation 3:        

                                                         

Equation 4:  

 

Equation 5:  
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Results 
This work builds upon and extends a previous study published in EdChoice (Lueken, 

2023), which analyzed school choice program take-up rates in policies with at least five years of 

enrollment data. While that study provided key insights for trends of take-up by region and 

program type, it did not analyze the distinct features of the programs to understand the 

connections between policy features and take-up rates. This study does that, with remarkable 

results. In running OLS regressions for year 1, year 2, year 5, and current (2024) enrollments, 

using funded and total student population, reported instances of bullying demonstrated a 

consistent and significant relationship with enrollment rates. Across most of the models, policies 

within states with higher reports of bullying incidence showed higher enrollment patterns.  

We start with a simple model that uses statewide features to predict take-up rates in 

private school choice programs. Statewide features of school bullying, average NAEP scores, 

and levels of school choice support are significant predictors of take-up rates, in the expected 

direction, for the funded population of students in Year 1, Year 2, or Year 5 (Table 3a). The 

variable capturing reported rates of bullying in public schools is the most consistent predictor, as 

more bullying has a statistically significant association with higher take-up rates at three time 

benchmarks. Average 8th-grade NAEP scores demonstrate a significant association with take-up 

rates in Years 2 and 5, as lower achievement levels predict increased use of private school 

choice, as expected. Average 4th-grade NAEP scores are positively associated with take-up rates 

in Year 2, perhaps indicating that achievement levels so early in the educational careers of 

children are as much a measure of what children have brought to the school environment as five-

year-olds as what they have learned in school five years later. Unexpectedly, complete 

Republican control of state policymaking is negatively associated with take-up rates among the 
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funded eligible population. That relationship, however, is only significant in the model 

estimation using 2024 enrollments. 

Table 3a 
Association of statewide features with funded population participation rate 
Model 1: Funded Population Y1 Y2 Y5 24 
Funding Grade (std) -0.0203 -0.0312 -0.0546 -0.0186 
 (0.0434) (0.0494) (0.0673) (0.0583) 
State Poverty (std) -0.0333 -0.0583 0.000786 -0.0847 
 (0.0427) (0.0517) (0.0677) (0.0772) 
Bullying (std) 0.200** 0.165** 0.227* 0.103 
 (0.0849) (0.0707) (0.118) (0.0853) 
NAEP avg 4 std 0.0795 0.140* 0.0959 -0.00585 
 (0.0790) (0.0788) (0.0846) (0.0922) 
NAEP avg 8 (std) -0.0877 -0.240** -0.208* -0.136 
 (0.0876) (0.104) (0.113) (0.0999) 
Participating Schools (std) -0.0459 -0.0136 -0.0204 -0.0118 
 (0.0334) (0.0377) (0.0550) (0.0508) 
School Choice Support (std) 0.147** 0.0788 0.0900 -0.0191 
 (0.0694) (0.0603) (0.0816) (0.0698) 
Republican (std) -0.0407 -0.0680 -0.0992 -0.141** 
 (0.0358) (0.0491) (0.0687) (0.0693) 
Constant 0.151*** 0.242*** 0.355*** 0.441*** 
 (0.0344) (0.0430) (0.0606) (0.0557) 
Observations 52 52 48 52 
R-squared 0.356 0.316 0.266 0.210 

 

We then estimate a model with the same statewide explanatory variables on the 

participation rate for the full population of school-age students in the state. Funding grades, 

bullying rates, and average 8th-grade NAEP scores are significant predictors of overall take-up 

rates, in the expected directions, in two of the four time periods. Funding grade is a measure of 

how well-funded a private school choice program is. It makes sense that it would not be a 

significant predictor of take-up rates among the funded population, since that statistic essentially 

controls for the funding level, but is positively associated with higher take-up rates for the full 

school-age population, at least in Years 2 and 5. Bullying rates again show themselves to be 

driving up participation rates in school choice programs, most clearly in the first two years of 

program operation. Higher 8th-grade NAEP scores drive down participation, as expected, most 
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clearly in Years 2 and 5. Average 4th-grade NAEP scores again are significantly associated with 

higher take-up rates but only in Year 1. Finally, the greater the proportion of a state’s private 

schools participating in a program the higher the take-up rate among the full student population. 

That expected relationship, however, is only statistically significant in the estimation using the 

2024 enrollments. 

Table 3b 
Association of statewide features with full population participation rate 
Model 1: Full Population Y1 Y2 Y5 24 
     
Funding Grade (std) 0.000676 0.00152* 0.00293** 0.00292 
 (0.000722) (0.000862) (0.00121) (0.00334) 
State Poverty (std) -0.000275 -0.000412 -0.000950 -0.00159 
 (0.000644) (0.000866) (0.00119) (0.00146) 
Bullying (std) 0.00354* 0.00423** 0.00206 3.46e-05 
 (0.00177) (0.00180) (0.00195) (0.00302) 
NAEP avg 4 (std) 0.00338* 0.00358 0.00482 -0.000485 
 (0.00197) (0.00217) (0.00287) (0.00458) 
NAEP avg 8 (std) -0.00300 -0.00406* -0.00514* 0.000143 
 (0.00190) (0.00214) (0.00283) (0.00432) 
Participating Schools (std) 0.000302 0.00127 0.00365 0.00702*** 
 (0.000545) (0.00103) (0.00235) (0.00166) 
School Choice Support (std) 0.00170 0.00124 3.88e-05 0.000703 
 (0.00120) (0.00122) (0.00141) (0.00253) 
Republican (std)                                         8.78e-05 -0.000288 0.000539 0.00144 
 (0.000455) (0.000642) (0.00102) (0.00236) 
Constant 0.00200*** 0.00352*** 0.00623*** 0.0126*** 
 (0.000569) (0.000745) (0.00115) (0.00240) 
Observations 52 52 48 52 
R-squared 0.378 0.396 0.384 0.241 

 

We now add eight policy design variables to the estimations, as we use this more 

complete Model 2 to predict take-up rates for the funded eligible and full student populations 

while continuing to control for statewide features. Take-up rates for the funded eligible student 

population remain positively associated with bullying rates, most clearly in Years 1, 2, and 4, 

and negatively associated with 8th-grade NAEP scores in all four estimations (Table 4a). The 

proportion of private schools participating in the program has an unexpected negative association 
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with take-up rates, only significant in Year 1. Complete Republican control of the policymaking 

branches again is significantly and negatively associated with take-up rates, but only in 2024. 

The policy design variables have little consistent association with funded eligibility take-up 

rates. Requiring that a student first attend a public school before becoming eligible for the school 

choice program is negatively predictive of take-up rates, as expected. That association, however, 

is only statistically significant for Year 2. Allowing program participants to remain eligible to 

take a course or participate in extra-curriculars at their neighborhood public school (Public 

School Access) has an unexpected negative association with take-up rates that is only significant 

in Year 1.   

Table 4a 
Association of statewide and policy features with funded population participation rate 
Model 2: Funded Population Y1 Y2 Y5 24 
Funding Grade (std) 0.00620 -0.0176 -0.0317 -0.00202 
 (0.0642) (0.0587) (0.0947) (0.0785) 
State Poverty (std) -0.0415 -0.0558 0.0599 -0.0772 
 (0.0513) (0.0595) (0.118) (0.0904) 
Bullying (std) 0.213** 0.166** 0.248* 0.106 
 (0.0828) (0.0708) (0.123) (0.0786) 
NAEP avg 4 (std) 0.171* 0.234** 0.212 0.0986 
 (0.0851) (0.0948) (0.163) (0.133) 
NAEP avg 8 (std) -0.146** -0.284*** -0.306** -0.183* 
 (0.0668) (0.0864) (0.121) (0.106) 
Participating Schools (std) -0.0769* -0.0280 -0.0237 -0.0478 
 (0.0446) (0.0478) (0.0772) (0.0623) 
School Choice Support (std) 0.0992 0.0204 -0.0588 -0.0949 
 (0.0650) (0.0578) (0.110) (0.0855) 
Republican (std) -0.0563 -0.0756 -0.114 -0.150** 
 (0.0396) (0.0470) (0.0781) (0.0671) 
Transportation 0.0143 -0.0299 0.0143 -0.110 
 (0.112) (0.127) (0.180) (0.183) 
IEP -0.0646 -0.0481 -0.178 -0.181 
 (0.140) (0.115) (0.196) (0.144) 
Priority School 0.0813 0.340 0.0365 0.229 
 (0.205) (0.269) (0.353) (0.229) 
Multiple Paths -0.0608 -0.112 -0.216 0.0442 
 (0.0883) (0.114) (0.170) (0.139) 
Public School Access -0.233** -0.144 -0.313 -0.207 
 (0.106) (0.139) (0.220) (0.185) 
Public School Required -0.126 -0.205* -0.203 -0.232 
 (0.118) (0.109) (0.215) (0.145) 
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Statewide -0.149 -0.0743 0.121 0.0322 
 (0.0890) (0.102) (0.230) (0.179) 
Testing Required 0.0847 0.0387 0.304 0.160 
 (0.117) (0.120) (0.247) (0.173) 
Constant 0.445*** 0.503*** 0.475 0.633*** 
 (0.123) (0.149) (0.280) (0.188) 
Observations 50 50 46 50 
R-squared 0.507 0.479 0.451 0.420 

 

When we estimate Model 2, combining statewide and policy design variables, on take-up 

rates for the full population of students, policy design variables begin to play a stronger 

predictive role (Table 4b). Bullying, NAEP scores, and private school participation rates 

continue their expected associations with take-up rates for one or more of the time periods. 

Providing transportation to program participants is associated with higher take-up, but only in 

Year 1. Requiring prior public school enrollment is associated with lower take-up in Years 1, 5, 

and 2024. Mandating that program participants continue to have access to public school courses 

and activities remains, surprisingly, significantly associated with lower take-up rates in Years 1 

and 2. Requiring that students have an Individual Educational Program (IEP), come from a low-

rated public school, and take an accountability test are program design features with no 

significant relationship to full population take-up rates, as also is the case for programs offering 

multiple paths to eligibility or having a statewide scope. 

Table 4b 
Association of statewide and policy features with full population participation rate 
Model 2: Full Population Y1 Y2 Y5 24 
     
Funding Grade (std)       0.000341 0.00127 0.00218 -0.00142 
 (0.000750) (0.00111) (0.00132) (0.00436) 
State Poverty (std) 0.000199 7.45e-05 3.22e-06 0.00325 
 (0.000913) (0.00129) (0.00175) (0.00251) 
Bullying (std) 0.00431*** 0.00523*** 0.00340** 0.00354 
 (0.00156) (0.00172) (0.00145) (0.00226) 
NAEP avg 4 (std) 0.00542*** 0.00573** 0.00895** 0.00232 
 (0.00192) (0.00239) (0.00349) (0.00443) 
NAEP avg 8 (std) -0.00356** -0.00439** -0.00602* -0.000133 
 (0.00163) (0.00207) (0.00305) (0.00409) 
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Participating School (std) -5.17e-05 0.000863 0.00390 0.00570*** 
 (0.000663) (0.00119) (0.00252) (0.00174) 
School Choice Support (std) 0.000768 0.000125 -0.00138 -0.000469 
 (0.000797) (0.00123) (0.00141) (0.00235) 
Republican (std) -0.000332 -0.000642 0.000928 0.00190 
 (0.000526) (0.000683) (0.000999) (0.00247) 
Transportation 0.00250* 0.00265 0.00121 0.00737 
 (0.00142) (0.00218) (0.00225) (0.00694) 
IEP 0.00222 0.000331 0.000913 -0.00217 
 (0.00223) (0.00251) (0.00269) (0.00340) 
Priority School 0.00497 0.00609 0.00471 -0.00748 
 (0.00417) (0.00447) (0.00385) (0.00547) 
Multiple Paths 0.000810 -0.000204 -0.000444 0.00829* 
 (0.00152) (0.00185) (0.00253) (0.00457) 
Public School Access -0.00361* -0.00466* -0.00439 0.00152 
 (0.00189) (0.00241) (0.00265) (0.00489) 
Public School Requirement -0.00323* -0.00245 -0.00633* -0.0107** 
 (0.00191) (0.00243) (0.00320) (0.00505) 
Statewide -0.00268 -0.000408 0.00468 0.00862 
 (0.00214) (0.00246) (0.00374) (0.00544) 
Testing Required 0.00229 0.00204 -1.88e-05 0.00478 
 (0.00176) (0.00262) (0.00294) (0.00366) 
Constant 0.00387 0.00447 0.00652 0.00242 
 (0.00265) (0.00340) (0.00485) (0.00605) 
Observations 50 50 46 50 
R-squared 0.600 0.573 0.601 0.513 
  

We now merge the policy design features into categorical indices based on whether they 

are limiting, additive, or regulatory, thinking that the expected associations between these factors 

and funded eligibility take-up rates might be clearer if evidence in the design variables is 

consolidated in that way. We do not see that in the results (Table 5a). The bullying and NAEP 

variables continue to carry the lion’s share of the explanatory burden, as in the previous 

estimations. Higher levels of support for private school choice in states is predictive of higher 

take-up, but only in Year 1. Full Republican control again is negatively associated with take-up 

rates, but only in the 2024 data. The additive policy design variables (Transportation, Public 

School Access) combined demonstrate a significant relationship with take-up rates in Years 1, 5, 

and 2024. That association, however, is unexpectedly negative. 
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Table 5a 
Association of statewide and policy features in categorical clusters with funded population participation 
rate 
Model 3: Funded Eligible Y1 Y2 Y5 24 
Funding Grade (std) 0.0107 -0.00974 -0.0250 -0.00241 
 (0.0461) (0.0554) (0.0732) (0.0628) 
State Poverty (std) -0.0422 -0.0582 0.0284 -0.0753 
 (0.0443) (0.0536) (0.0805) (0.0647) 
Bullying (std) 0.197** 0.162** 0.227** 0.123 
 (0.0808) (0.0684) (0.106) (0.0761) 
NAEP avg 4 (std) 0.148** 0.192*** 0.177** 0.0805 
 (0.0656) (0.0688) (0.0811) (0.0931) 
NAEP avg 8 (std) -0.116 -0.267** -0.263** -0.130 
 (0.0755) (0.0997) (0.110) (0.102) 
Participating Schools (std) -0.0398 -0.00278 0.0219 -0.00597 
 (0.0332) (0.0428) (0.0744) (0.0630) 
School Choice Support (std) 0.187** 0.0967 0.0788 0.0410 
 (0.0720) (0.0768) (0.0926) (0.0777) 
Republican (std) -0.0327 -0.0643 -0.101 -0.138** 
 (0.0359) (0.0513) (0.0661) (0.0675) 
limiter 0.0289 -0.00153 -0.0502 0.215* 
 (0.0780) (0.101) (0.131) (0.121) 
additive -0.266*** -0.206 -0.344** -0.354** 
 (0.0834) (0.129) (0.165) (0.166) 
regulatory 0.00240 0.0395 0.201 0.116 
 (0.0796) (0.0943) (0.147) (0.129) 
Constant 0.191*** 0.261*** 0.337*** 0.372*** 
 (0.0636) (0.0809) (0.112) (0.0935) 
Observations 52 52 48 52 
R-squared 0.440 0.357 0.361 0.329 

 

A similar statistical model then is used to predict take-up rates in the full population of 

school-age students, with “funding” added as a policy design category since funded eligibility is 

not a restriction of the dependent variable (Table 5a). Bullying, NAEP scores, and the 

participation rate of private schools continue to be significantly associated with take-up rates for 

at least one of the periods and often at least two of them. Additive policy features continue their 

surprising negative association with take-up rates in Years 1, 2, and 5. Funding emerges as an 

important consideration. The Funding Grade assigned by ALEC has a positive and significant 

association with program take-up rates in Years 2 and 5. The combined index of specific policy 
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design features related to funding adequacy also is a significant predictor of higher take-up, but 

only in Year 1. 

Table 5b 
Association of statewide and policy features in categorical clusters with full population participation rate 
Model 3: Full Population Y1 Y2 Y5 24 
Funding Grade (std) 0.000764 0.00166* 0.00354** 0.00237 
 (0.000644) (0.000951) (0.00150) (0.00363) 
State Poverty (std) -0.000308 -0.000302 -0.00104 -0.00140 
 (0.000623) (0.000973) (0.00146) (0.00159) 
Bullying (std) 0.00300** 0.00374** 0.00188 0.000533 
 (0.00123) (0.00152) (0.00185) (0.00298) 
NAEP avg4 (std) 0.00408*** 0.00441** 0.00648** -0.000352 
 (0.00147) (0.00179) (0.00269) (0.00546) 
NAEP avg8 (std) -0.00374** -0.00492** -0.00567** 0.00139 
 (0.00156) (0.00203) (0.00258) (0.00542) 
Participating Schools (std) 0.000778 0.00149 0.00398 0.00679*** 
 (0.000533) (0.00121) (0.00254) (0.00171) 
School Choice Support (std) 0.00195 0.00128 0.00101 0.00171 
 (0.00116) (0.00145) (0.00161) (0.00218) 
Republican (std) -4.55e-05 -0.000425 0.000599 0.00129 
 (0.000542) (0.000821) (0.00116) (0.00244) 
funding 0.00512* 0.00411 0.00202 0.00212 
 (0.00275) (0.00300) (0.00333) (0.00607) 
limiter 0.00253 0.00149 0.00233 0.00737 
 (0.00187) (0.00206) (0.00265) (0.00559) 
additive -0.00464** -0.00486** -0.00748** -0.00165 
 (0.00204) (0.00208) (0.00309) (0.00804) 
regulatory 0.00102 0.00177 0.00142 0.00142 
 (0.00141) (0.00205) (0.00245) (0.00459) 
Constant 0.000628 0.00232 0.00571** 0.00925*** 
 (0.00123) (0.00167) (0.00262) (0.00321) 
Observations 52 52 48 52 
R-squared 0.563 0.496 0.463 0.279 

 

To this point, statewide bullying rates in public schools and NAEP scores have been the 

clearest and most consistent predictors of private school choice take-up rates, both for the funded 

eligible and the full school-age population of students. Next, we provide a tough test of the 

predictive power of our bullying variable by adding to the model a second statewide measure of 

bullying rates, provided by NCES, as well as control variables for regions of the country. 

Remarkably, our bullying measure continues to demonstrate a statistically significant positive 



32 
 

relationship with take-up rates in the funded eligible population for all four periods, even while 

the NCES bullying variable provides a positive, but not statistically significant, measure as a 

predictor of take-up rates. Clearly, these two alternative measures of bullying rates are sharing a 

lot of the variance in take-up rates attributable to the level of bullying in public schools, yet they 

are the two most consistent predictors in the estimations. NAEP scores in 4th and 8th grade are 

only statistically significant in predicting take-up in Year 2. School choice support and 

Republican control are positive predictors, and state poverty rates a negative predictor, of funded 

eligibility take-up rates, but those factors are not consistently statistically significant. Limiter 

policy design features have an unexpected positive effect on take-up, but only in 2024. Additive 

policy design features have an unexpected negative effect on take-up in both Years 1 and 5. All 

else being equal, states in the West region have lower take-up rates than states in other parts of 

the country. We opted to omit West from calculations, using it as our comparison group.  

Table 6a 
Association of statewide and policy features in categorical clusters with funded population participation 
rate, including both bullying measures and region controls.  

Model: Funded Eligible                               Y1 Y2 Y5 24 
     
Funding Grade (std) 0.00730 -0.0173 -0.0204 0.00962 
 (0.0405) (0.0615) (0.0884) (0.0819) 
State Poverty (std) -0.0242 -0.0172 0.0611 -0.0736 
 (0.0519) (0.0686) (0.109) (0.109) 
Bullying (std) 0.241*** 0.209*** 0.255** 0.146* 
 (0.0859) (0.0680) (0.125) (0.0803) 
NCES_Bullying 0.0674 0.0693 0.0511 0.0621 
 (0.0693) (0.0599) (0.0779) (0.0930) 
NAEP_avg_4_std 0.115 0.219* 0.210 0.0400 
 (0.0819) (0.109) (0.153) (0.155) 
NAEP_avg_8_std -0.0824 -0.294** -0.343* -0.165 
 (0.0983) (0.137) (0.180) (0.149) 
Participating Schools (std) -0.0346 -0.00457 0.0151 -0.00562 
 (0.0286) (0.0377) (0.0686) (0.0573) 
School Choice Support (std) 0.233*** 0.136* 0.0960 0.0540 
 (0.0748) (0.0775) (0.110) (0.0908) 
Republican (std) -0.0288 -0.0677 -0.109 -0.139** 
 (0.0321) (0.0511) (0.0666) (0.0678) 
limiter 0.00593 0.00721 0.0184 0.258** 
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 (0.0819) (0.111) (0.143) (0.122) 
additive -0.215** -0.192 -0.390* -0.357 
 (0.0880) (0.134) (0.224) (0.215) 
regulatory 0.0990 0.144 0.301 0.206 
 (0.0985) (0.115) (0.194) (0.172) 
South -0.0656 -0.107 -0.0586 0.0290 
 (0.195) (0.156) (0.197) (0.260) 
Northeast 0.269 0.153 0.188 0.405 
 (0.228) (0.238) (0.319) (0.320) 
Midwest -0.0807 -0.00789 0.200 0.204 
 (0.167) (0.160) (0.249) (0.233) 
Constant 0.161 0.231* 0.220 0.204 
 (0.156) (0.131) (0.177) (0.206) 
Observations 52 52 48 52 
R-squared 0.529 0.417 0.397 0.371 
*West region omitted for comparison  
 

    We estimate Model 4 on the take-up rates for the full population of students, adding the 

funding categorical variable. Our original bullying variable is only statistically significant in 

predicting take-up rates in Years 1 and 2 (Table 6b). The alternative NCES bullying measure, 

introduced to compete with the original bullying measure for explanatory power, loses that 

competition, as it is not an independent, statistically significant predictor of take-up rates in the 

full population. NAEP scores return with consistent associations with take-up rates for every 

period except 2024. School participation rates are significantly positive predictors of take-up 

rates in every period except Year 5. School choice support, funding grade, and the funding 

categorical variable all demonstrate the expected positive relationship with full population take-

up rates, although intermittently. The additive and regulatory categorical policy design indices 

continue to behave unexpectedly, with the additive index predicting lower take-up rates and the 

regulatory index predicting higher take-up rates. School choice program participation rates in the 

full population are lower in the South compared to other regions, likely due to a southern culture 

and tradition more focused on public schooling. 
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Table 6b 
Association of statewide and policy features in categorical clusters with full population participation 
rate, including both bullying measures and region controls.  

Model: Full Population Y1 Y2 Y5 24 
     
Funding Grade (std) 0.000841 0.00186* 0.00394** 0.00189 
 (0.000565) (0.000996) (0.00167) (0.00533) 
State Poverty (std) 0.000510 0.000501 0.000159 0.00138 
 (0.000942) (0.00122) (0.00160) (0.00334) 
Bullying (std) 0.00379** 0.00458** 0.00275 0.00272 
 (0.00141) (0.00170) (0.00178) (0.00318) 
NCES Bullying -6.40e-05 -0.000101 -0.00107 0.00272 
 (0.00103) (0.00113) (0.00183) (0.00585) 
NAEP avg4 (std) 0.00511*** 0.00538*** 0.00844*** 0.00352 
 (0.00131) (0.00185) (0.00300) (0.00502) 
NAEP avg8 (std) -0.00489*** -0.00646*** -0.00856** -0.00240 
 (0.00145) (0.00211) (0.00322) (0.00746) 
Participating Schools (std) 0.000781* 0.00184* 0.00396 0.00645*** 
 (0.000457) (0.00106) (0.00247) (0.00181) 
School Choice Support (std) 0.00270** 0.00203 0.00195 0.00315 
 (0.00124) (0.00156) (0.00177) (0.00325) 
Republican (std) -0.000265 -0.000684 5.61e-05 0.000808 
 (0.000412) (0.000713) (0.00104) (0.00248) 
funding 0.00500* 0.00388 0.00227 0.00225 
 (0.00263) (0.00278) (0.00286) (0.00671) 
limiter 0.00272 0.00197 0.00379 0.00900* 
 (0.00197) (0.00229) (0.00276) (0.00462) 
additive -0.00471** -0.00510** -0.00882** -0.00267 
 (0.00201) (0.00198) (0.00369) (0.00990) 
regulatory 0.00292* 0.00401* 0.00443 0.00624 
 (0.00155) (0.00213) (0.00262) (0.00535) 
South -0.00596* -0.00647** -0.0106** -0.00748 
 (0.00301) (0.00295) (0.00416) (0.00797) 
Northeast -0.000868 0.000274 -0.00280 0.000393 
 (0.00364) (0.00449) (0.00488) (0.00853) 
Midwest -0.00244 -0.00156 -0.00181 0.00169 
 (0.00227) (0.00258) (0.00482) (0.00835) 
Constant 0.00247 0.00368 0.00851** 0.00498 
 (0.00227) (0.00224) (0.00317) (0.00678) 
Observations 52 52 48 52 
R-squared 0.656 0.577 0.541 0.335 
*West region omitted for comparison  
 

Finally, we test to see if bullying is having a greater effect on driving up school choice 

take-up rates recently compared with in the more distant past. Our Model 5 adds an indicator 

variable for policies enacted since 2020 and interacts that variable with our original measure of 
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bullying. We find that the bullying effect on take-up rates among the funded eligible is a general 

effect that is not significantly different for more recent programs (Table 7a). The more recent 

policies do, however, demonstrate higher take-up rates among the funded eligible students in 

Years 1 and 2 compared with the rates for older programs. Regarding take-up rates in the full 

student population, the influence of statewide school bullying levels on driving up private school 

choice enrollments is significantly stronger in programs enacted after 2020 than in the older 

programs (Table 7b). 

Table 7a 
Association of bullying with funded eligibility participation rates overall and additionally after 2020  

Model: Funded Eligible Y1 Y2 2024 
Bullying (std)  0.137** 0.143** 0.0628 
 (0.0561) (0.0629) (0.0849) 
Bullying in policies after 2020 0.171 -0.0346 0.113 
 (0.119) (0.0915) (0.145) 
Policies after 2020 0.216** 0.334*** 0.123 
  (0.0970) (0.108) (0.127) 
NAEP avg 4 (std) 0.111 0.165* 0.0313 
 (0.100) (0.0956) (0.0987) 
NAEP avg 8 (std) -0.0853 -0.231** -0.113 
 (0.0949) (0.110) (0.111) 
Participating Schools (std) -0.0419 -0.00181 -0.00309 
 (0.0289) (0.0353) (0.0485) 
Republican (std) -0.0490 -0.0892 -0.155** 
 (0.0424) (0.0551) (0.0718) 
School Choice Support (std) 0.125** 0.0682 -0.0502 
 (0.0492) (0.0500) (0.0615) 
Constant 0.107*** 0.200*** 0.412*** 
 (0.0306) (0.0421) (0.0596) 
Observations 52 52 52 
R-squared 0.474 0.366 0.208 
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Table 7b 
Association of bullying with full eligibility participation rates overall and additionally after 2020  
Model: Full Population Y1 Y2 2024 
Bullying (std)  0.00235* 0.00260* -0.00203 
Bullying (std)  0.00235* 0.00260* -0.00203 
 (0.00121) (0.00152) (0.00322) 
Bullying in policies after 2020 0.00173 0.00176 -0.00708 
 (0.00220) (0.00288) (0.00444) 
Policies after 2020 0.169** 0.169* -0.0924 
  (0.0767) (0.0854) (0.118) 
NAEP avg 8 (std) -0.00287 -0.00377* 0.00117 
 (0.00197) (0.00219) (0.00416) 
NAEP avg 4 (std) 0.00367* 0.00385 -2.13e-05 
 (0.00218) (0.00237) (0.00420) 
Participating Schools (std) 0.000405 0.00148 0.00724*** 
 (0.000510) (0.000929) (0.00168) 
Republican (std) 0.000319 0.000201 0.00244 
 (0.000489) (0.000736) (0.00215) 
School Choice Support (std) 0.00137 0.000813 -0.000407 
 (0.001000) (0.00110) (0.00267) 
Constant 0.00157*** 0.00310*** 0.0130*** 
 (0.000494) (0.000738) (0.00240) 
Observations 52 52 52 
R-squared 0.444 0.428 0.235 

 

Discussion 

Our study has significant limitations. Although 75 school choice policies now exist, we 

omitted non-refundable tax credit policies and programs that had not yet finished at least two 

years of enrollment. This filtering yielded a final analytic sample of 65 policies. We were unable 

to find reliable data regarding either the outcome measures or explanatory measures for some of 

those policies, leaving us with 46-60 individual observations informing the coefficient estimates 

in our various regressions. Such a small sample size makes it likely that we are failing to detect 

some of the significant relationships in our data. It also means that we lack the power to test a 

large set of possible drivers of take-up rates. We may have missed some important ones. The fact 
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that several factors proved to be consistent predictors of take-up rates, in spite of such a small 

sample, gives us confidence that at least our significant findings are reliable. 

These findings are limited to private school choice programs that had been in operation 

for at least two years by the fall of 2024. Newer programs, such as the Texas universal Education 

Savings Account program enacted in 2025, may experience different take-up patterns than the 

ones we identify here. We observe somewhat different patterns of relationships between our 

explanatory variables and take-up rates for the funded eligible population compared to the full 

population of school-age students. Neither outcome measure is inherently better than the other. 

They provide answers to different questions. We did, however, observe more consistent patterns 

of relationships in the directions we expected in the predictions of take-up for the full population 

compared to those for the funded eligible population. Funded eligibility itself is a product of 

policy design. Thus, it may be unsurprising that take-up rates among a limited population 

demonstrate fewer consistent patterns compared to take-up rates among the entire student 

population in states.      

Are parents increasingly accessing school choice policies in reaction to the deficiencies- 

real or perceived- within the public school? The patterns we observed suggested that dynamic 

may be at play. With those results in mind, we amended our initial theoretical understanding of 

the dynamic at play to influence enrolment to the following, pictured below: 
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Figure 3 
A revised theoretical framework for understanding choice from a demand determinants perspective 

Figure 3 better reflects the theoretical understanding of determinants that affect take-up by not 

only including both academic school health but also including the frequency of student-reported 

bullying, used in our models as a proxy for parent-perceived safety. We directly measure both 

the quality of public schools and school choice support. We understand and believe that private 

school features may also attract parents to enroll in school choice programs; however, this is not 

directly measured in our models. Nevertheless, later iterations of our work should reflect those 

determinants.  
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Conclusion 
 

With the 2024 election landing President Donald Trump back in the White House, school 

choice has a powerful ally in the executive branch. His Republican Party controls both the House 

and Senate. Simultaneously, many states without choice programs have momentum toward the 

adoption of such policies. While this political alignment may appear ripe for rapid policy 

expansion, historically many of the existing programs were undersubscribed in their launch 

years. While it would be convenient if policies could be designed in ways that prompted parents 

to choose school choice initiatives in predictable ways, it seems from this study that the policy 

levers available to legislators are less impactful to driving decisions from parents. Instead, what 

impacts parents in predictable ways is the state of the public schools in their vicinity. What our 

research revealed is the complex reality that parents seemingly choose to enroll in choice 

programs when they are aware that the well-being of their children is imperiled through physical 

threats or academic shortcomings. When public schools are not equipped to limit exposure to 

bullying behavior and when the academics of the middle school years are insufficient, parents 

flee the public schools if and when private school choice programs provide the financial means 

to do so.  

Notably, NCES data paint a bleak picture of public-school safety. The recently released 

survey tracked 4,800 traditional public and public charter schools, measuring a variety of 

predictors of safety. The findings are grim. During the 2021-22 school year, US public schools 

recorded “about 857,000 violent incidents and 479,500 nonviolent incidents. Violent incidents 

include rape or attempted rape, sexual assault other than rape, robbery, physical attack or fight, 

and the threat of physical attack (National Center for Education Statistics, 2023). While 
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traditional public schools employ school resource officers (46%) at a higher rate than either 

charter (18%) or private schools (rare), rates of school violence and disruption are higher for TPS 

than for either charter or private schools. Bullying across all levels of TPS is measured at three 

percentage points higher than at charter schools and five percentage points higher than at private 

schools (National Center for Education Statistics, 2023).  

Parents' perceptions of the prevalence of bullying in their child's school could be a key 

driver in this analysis of take-up rates. The EdChoice Public Opinion Tracker, in partnership 

with Morning Consult, has been collecting data on school safety and parents' perceptions of 

safety since 2020. Data from the EdChoice Public Opinion Tracker allowed us to obtain a better 

understanding of parents' perceptions of bullying in their child's school at the state level. From 

multiple surveys of parents across several years (2022-2024), EdChoice compiled a nationally 

representative sample of 28,474 parents, asking how well their children’s school(s) handled 

bullying. The results reveal that while 48% of parents from the full sample feel their children’s 

school(s) handle bullying “extremely well” or “very well,” 20% of parents feel the handling of 

bullying is “not that well” or “not at all well” (Figure 4). The perception of 20% of parents that 

bullying is not handled that well at their public school persists across income level and urban 

density, providing insights into the ubiquitous nature of the trend amongst parents. Notably, this 

dissatisfaction result is slightly higher at 24% in rural communities than in urban (18%) or 

suburban (20%) communities. This perception, combined with the reality of bullying behaviors, 

may be driving dissatisfaction with public schools (Figure 5). 
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Figure 4 
Effectiveness of bullying management by the school, disaggregated by income level   
Reponses in answer to the Morning Consult Poll question, “How well does your child’s school handle 
bullying behavior in the school?”  
 

 

 
Figure 5 
Negative perceptions of bullying management by the school, disaggregated by locale type   
Reponses in answer to the Morning Consult Poll question, “How well does your child’s school handle 
bullying behavior in the school?”  
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The data also show that parents in Alabama, Arkansas, Arizona, Idaho, Indiana, Iowa, 

Mississippi, Missouri, Ohio, West Virginia, and Wisconsin are between 3 and 9 points more 

likely than the average parent to say their child’s school is not handling bullying adequately 

(Figure 6). When given options through choice policies, dissatisfaction may prompt action. 

Future iterations of this work will incorporate school/parent public opinion data, in the hopes of 

getting a more updated and accurate insight on bullying in each state. 

 
Figure 6 
Ineffective bullying management by school disaggregated by state 
Proportions of parents answering, “Not that well” or “Not at all well” to the question in the Morning 
Consult Poll “How well does your child’s school handle bullying behavior in the school?”  
 

 
 

While further research is needed to examine the relationship of student safety to 

enrollment in school choice programs, our results also beg the question of perception versus 

reality. Are students truly unsafe, or are parents’ concerns for safety serving as a proxy for either 

race or socioeconomic status? This question could be addressed by looking closely at who is 

subscribing to choice programs. Are the subscribers heterogeneous in race and socioeconomic 

status, or is this an example of flight? Choice programs often tout their ability to open doors of 
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opportunity for students who would not, without the choice funds, have the opportunity to pursue 

education that is tailored to their needs. The reality is that most states do not currently track full 

demographic information for the students who are enrolled in choice programs, leading 

opponents of choice policies to charge that they do not change educational access for lower 

income families. However, research also shows that lower income families are becoming 

increasingly concerned about their students’ safety. Data from NCES support this perception of 

parental dissatisfaction with bullying management. NCES data show that a full 65% of teachers, 

when asked about factors limiting efforts to reduce or prevent crime, report that their efforts are 

limited in either a major or minor way. Additionally, 55.8% recognize a lack of funding as a 

factor that limits crime reduction (National Center of Education Statistics, 2023). Many teachers 

cite irregular funding of safety mandates, leaving the mandates as paper tigers–tough in language 

but without the funding necessary to implement effectively. If that is the case, how can policies 

ensure that students at both public and private schools are safe while being educated? 

American furniture designer Charles Eames, when discussing his philosophy on craft, 

noted, “Design is a plan for arranging elements in such a way as best to accomplish a particular 

purpose." This outlook presupposes that the designer has in mind which purpose is being 

accomplished. All too often, this presupposition is optimistic, as legislators pass policies for 

pragmatic political purposes rather than to solve a problem. In the case of school choice policies, 

the stated purpose is to expand educational opportunities for students while empowering parents. 

If this is the case, the design of the policies must arrange the elements of those policies in ways 

that best accomplish that purpose. From our study, this means a better understanding is needed of 

the real or perceived deficiencies of public schools. This intentionality would have the added 

benefit of helping public schools, where most students will remain educated for the foreseeable 
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future, to better reflect a dedication to solving inherent problems. Design matters. But in this 

case, the design of both the choice program and the public school matters most. 
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