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INTODUC�TIDN

A s conservatives, we understand that good intentions 
alone don't justify expanding government power or cre-

ating new entitlement programs. Yet that's exactly what Ten-
nessee faces with Governor Bill Lee's proposed universal school 
voucher program – an expansion of government wrapped in the 
appealing language of "choice" and "freedom."

The promise sounds attractive: Parents would be given 
$7,075 per child to spend on private education, expanding 
options beyond the public school system. Proponents claim 
this money represents "your tax dollars coming back to you." 
They argue that injecting market forces into education through 
"school choice" will improve outcomes for all students through 
competition.

However, as this analysis will show, these claims don't with-
stand scrutiny from authentic conservative principles. The pro-
posed voucher program represents a staggering new Inancial 
burden on Tennessee taxpayers. 4n its Irst year alone, the pro-
gram would cost over $100 million – including $(10 million for 
vouchers, another $(10 million in continued funding to public 
schools for students they no longer serve )through a deceptive 
"do no harm" clause2( , and millions more in $J,000 bonuses to 

(. Sohnson, 3en. Sack. Senate Bill 1 – 114th General Assembly. State of Tennessee. 
3ection F. 6iled N Rov J0J1.
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every public school teacher in Tennessee. )Sohnson, 3ection 12 
This bonus program appears designed for one purpose: buying 
support for an expensive new entitlement program from the 
very educators who should be most concerned about its impact.

This massive expansion of spending would occur in a state 
where education already consumes 10z of the current budget.J  
Cather than returning tax dollars, it represents a new form of 
wealth redistribution – taking money from all taxpayers to sub-
sidiMe the private education choices of a select few, while forcing 
taxpayers to pay twice for students who leave the public system.

Wore troubling still is the program's threat to genuine ed-
ucational freedom. History shows that government funding 
inevitably leads to government control. —hen private schools 
and homeschool families accept public money, they open the 
door to escalating regulation that can strip away the very inde-
pendence that makes them successful. —e've already seen this 
pattern play out in states like 6lorida, where voucher programs 
came packaged with mandated testing, curriculum oversight, 
and "choice navigators" to monitor participating families.

Tennessee's pilot voucher program in three counties serves 
as a warning. %espite promises of transformative results, the 
program's outcomes have been lackluster. Cecent test scores 
show D3A students performing no betterOand in some cases 
worseOthan their public school peers. Yet rather than learn 
from these disappointing results, Governor Lee proposes to 
expand this failing model statewide at an unprecedented cost to 
taxpayers.

This analysis will demonstrate why authentic conservatives 
should oppose this expansion of government power into private 
education. —e'll examine the program's true costs, its threat 
to educational liberty, and the hollow nature of its promises. 

J. Tennessee, 3tate of. The Budget: Fiscal Year 2024-2025. pg. A-N.
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Wost importantly, we'll explore how we can actually expand 
educational opportunities without compromising conservative 
principles or surrendering private schools to government con-
trol.

The stakes are high. Unce government funding enters private 
education, it becomes nearly impossible to extract. The time to 
stop this Trojan horse is before it enters the gates. Let's examine 
why Tennessee's proposed voucher program represents not a 
path to educational freedom but rather a threat to the very inde-
pendence that makes private education work – all at a staggering 
cost to Tennessee taxpayers.
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UNDERSTANDING THE TOUE NATURE FC 
SLHFFV �FULHERS

T he proponents of Tennessee's school voucher program 
frequently claim they're simply "returning tax dollars to 

families." This talking point, while politically appealing, fun-
damentally misrepresents both how tax funding works and the 
program's actual impact on Tennessee communities. To under-
stand why this program represents wealth redistribution rather 
than tax refunds, we need to examine several key factors.

First, let's address a basic reality: Once tax dollars enter gov-
ernment coWers, they cease to be "your money." These funds 
become public resources, managed by elected representatives 
for public purposes. Ehen government returns money to indi-
viduals through programs like the proposed Sducation Aavings 
(ccounts )SA(s–, these aren't refunds B they're new govern-
ment bene5ts, complete with strings attached and bureaucratic 
oversight.

1ut the wealth redistribution aspect becomes even more stark 
when we examine the program's geographic impact. (ccording 
to a comprehensive analysis by The Tennessean, 9— of Ten-
nessee's R9 countiesImore than halfIhave no private schools 
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that would qualify to accept these vouchers.—  This means tax-
payers in these counties would be forced to fund an education 
program they cannot access physically. Their tax dollars would 
be redistributed to subsidi4e private education in other, typi-
cally wealthier, and more urban counties.

Donsider the impact on a family in rural Tennessee. They'll 
pay taxes to support this 0+MM% million program but have no 
practical way to bene5t from it. Their local public schools will 
lose funding to support students leaving public schools in oth-
er counties, while their own educational options remain un-
changed. This isn't school choice B it's a transfer of wealth from 
rural to urban areas.

Sven in counties with private school options, the distrib-
ution remains uneven. jore than RMK of Tennessee counties 
would have 5ve or fewer private schools that could participate in 
the program. )Eegner– The vast ma?ority of qualifying private 
schools are concentrated in ?ust a few urban areas, primarily 
around Cashville, jemphis, 6noxville, and Dhattanooga. This 
creates a two-tiered system where rural taxpayers subsidi4e ur-
ban private education.

The program's structure as a state and local public benefit fur-
ther highlights its redistributive nature. This isn't simply about 
"choice" - it's a government program that takes tax dollars from 
all Tennesseans, regardless of their income level or location, and 
redistributes those funds to provide private education subsidies. 
Ehile there's nothing inherently wrong with a private charity 
helping low-income families access private education, conserva-
tives have long opposed using government power to redistribute 
wealth through entitlement programs.

—. Eegner,  Nachel.  "Tennessee  voucher  debate:  Ehere  are  private 
schools,  and  how  much  is  tuitionJ" The  Tennessean.  /  7an 
$M$9. https:33www.tennessean.com3story3news3education3$M$93M—3M/3ten
nessee-vouchers-private-school-tuition-location3U/L/U+—9MMU3
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This becomes especially problematic when we consider ge-
ographic inequities. ( family in jaury Dounty or 7eWerson 
Dounty may pay substantial property and sales taxes, only to 
see those education dollars redirected to fund private school 
vouchers in urban centersIvouchers they may never be able 
to use due to income caps or a lack of participating schools 
in their area. jeanwhile, families in Tennessee's 9— counties 
without qualifying private schools are completely shut out from 
the program they're being forced to fund.

The governor's proposal represents exactly the kind of wealth 
redistribution scheme that conservatives typically oppose. Gt 
takes money from all Tennesseans and redistributes it through 
a complex bureaucratic system that primarily bene5ts urban 
areas while leaving rural communities behind. This isn't mar-
ket-based reform B it's government expansion masquerading as 
educational choice.

joreover, the program's structure guarantees that public 
schools will continue receiving funding for students they no 
longer serve, while also funding those same students' private 
education. This "double-dipping" approach means Tennessee 
taxpayers will eWectively pay twice for each student who leaves 
the public system B a level of government waste that no 5scal 
conservative should support.

This isn't about returning tax dollars or expanding choice 
B it's about creating a new government entitlement program 
that redistributes wealth while threatening the independence of 
private education.
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THE FINANCIAL BURDEN ON TENNESSEE 
TAXPAYERS

W hen Governor Lee's administration urst introdcled 
their cniversap slhoop lhoile ,ro,osapy thez em,hasi$ed 

a 140g mippion ,rile taf .or the voclher ,ortionH woTevery 
this ufcre severepz cnderstates the altcap lost to xennessee ta-b
,azersH Let's e-amine the altcap unanliap im,pilations o. this 
,rofram and pearn .rom other states' e-,erienles Tith simipar 
initiativesH

xhe ,rofram's reap lost in its urst zear Tocpd e-leed 10gg 
mippiony kro:en doTn as .oppoTs2

  140g mippion .or the initiap Egyggg SA( voclhers

  140g mippion in lontinced .cndinf to ,ckpil slhoops 
.or stcdents thez no ponfer serve "throcfh the )do no 
harm) lpacse3

  (,,ro-imatepz  14Rg mippion .or  onebtime 1Eyggg 
koncses to app ,ckpil slhoop tealhers

  (dditionap administrative losts .or manafinf the neT 
,rofram
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xhis re,resents a massive neT unanliap lommitmentH 7ore 
lonlerninf stippy xennessee apreadz s,ends %gj o. its totap kcdb
fet on edclation and soliap serviles lomkinedH4  (ddinf anothb
er ma8or entitpement ,rofram threatens ocr state's uslap stakipb
itz and lonservative kcdfetinf ,rinli,pesH

(ri$ona's e-,erienle Tith cniversap SA(s serves as a lacb
tionarz tapeH (.ter im,pementinf a simipar ,roframy the state 
dislovered that its losts .ar e-leeded initiap ,ro8eltionsH Nn pate 
EgERy the (ri$ona Ie,ckpil re,orted that the SA( ,rofram Tas 
over kcdfet kz hcndreds o. mippions o. doppars in its urst zeary 
.orlinf the state to ,cpp monez .rom other areas o. the kcdfet 
to lover the short.appHE 

What ma:es these ,roframs ,artilcparpz e-,ensive is their 
tendenlz to scksidi$e ,rivate edclation .or .amipies Tho Tere 
apreadz ,azinf .or it themsepvesH Nn (ri$onay rocfhpz Ogj o. 
neT SA( reli,ients had never attended ,ckpil slhoopy meaninf 
the state too: on sckstantiap neT losts Tithoct anz o…settinf 
savinfs in the ,ckpil szstemHR 

Jne o. the most dislcssed as,elts o. the ,ro,osed pefispation 
is its )do no harm) .cndinf ,rovisionH woTevery there a,,ears 
to ke some lon.csion b even amonfst state peadershi, b akoct 
hoT this ,rovision Tocpd altcappz Tor:H

)/and enscrinf that state .cndinf to slhoop disb
trilts Tipp never delrease dce to stcdent disenb

4H xennesseey Atate o.H The Budget: Fiscal Year 2024-2025. ,fH (bMH

EH wafery  SpiH  )Alhoop  voclhers  intended  to  save  ta-,azer  monez  kpeT 
a  massive  hope  in  (ri$ona's  kcdfetH) Arizona  Republic.  ER  9cpz 
EgE0H htt,s2FFTTTHa$lentrapHlomFstorzFneTsFpolapFari$onabedclationFEgE0
Fg%FERFari$onabslhoopbvoclhersbkcdfetbmeptdoTnF%00O4BRBgg%F

RH Grand Danzon NnstitcteH Policy Paper — Universal Voucher Applications Analy-
sis. M Cov EgEEH ,fH 0H
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roppmentH Co ,ckpil slhoop distrilt Tipp pose reb
socrles as a rescpt o. the Sdclation Ureedom (ltH 
Nn .alty thez|pp fet moreH)

Governor Xipp Lee

Governor Lee has ,ckpilpz scffested that ,ckpil slhoops 
Tocpd lontince releivinf .cndinf .or SA( stcdents indeuniteb
pzH0  woTevery the altcap kipp panfcafe indilates somethinf 5cite 
di…erentH Lefispative s,onsors have lpariued that the ,rovision 
onpz ,rotelts ,ckpil slhoop .cndinf .or the urst zear a.ter a 
stcdent trans.ers to the SA( ,roframH (.ter that initiap zeary 
the xNA( .ormcpa Tocpd ad8cst kased on altcap ,ckpil slhoop 
attendanleH

xhis dislre,anlz ketTeen the Governor's statements and the 
kipp's panfcafe raises severap lonlernsH Uirsty i. the Governor's inb
ter,retation ,revaipsy the ,rofram's losts locpd kappoon .ar keb
zond initiap ,ro8eltions throcfh onfoinf dc,pilate ,azmentsH 
Donversepzy i. the pefispative s,onsors' inter,retation is lorrelty 
,ckpil slhoops Tocpd .ale a onebzear depaz in .cndinf ad8cstb
ments .or ealh de,artinf stcdent b stipp lreatinf tem,orarz dcb
,pilate ,azmentsy kct not the ,ermanent dockpe .cndinf some 
have .earedH

Sither slenario lreates sifniulant neT losts .or xennessee 
ta-,azersH Pnder the pefispative inter,retationy the state Tocpd 
stipp ,az tTile .or ealh SA( stcdent dcrinf their urst zear in the 
,rofram b onle throcfh the SA( and onle throcfh lontinced 
,ckpil slhoop .cndinfH Whipe pess lostpz than ,ermanent dockpe 

0H Leey  XippH  )Sdclation  Ureedom  (lt  fives  ,arents  lhoiley  ,rob
telts  ,ckpil  slhoops  J  J,inionH) The  Tennessean.  %  9an 
EgEKH htt,s2FFTTTHtennesseanHlomFstorzFo,inionFlontrikctorsFEgEKFg4Fg
%Ftennesseebfovernorbkippbpeebedclationb.reedombaltF%%0BKRKRgg%F
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,azmentsy this stipp re,resents a sckstantiap neT unanliap kcrb
den on state resocrlesH

xhe ,rofram's losts are pi:epz to froT sckstantiappz over time2

4H xhe kipp re5cires addinf Kyggg additionap voclhers anz 
zear the ,rofram realhes %Kj o. la,alitz

EH Iisinf ,rivate slhoop tcition Tipp pi:epz pead to ,resscre 
.or parfer voclher amocnts

RH (dministrative losts Tipp froT as the ,rofram e-,ands

0H xhe )do no harm) .cndinf fcarantee to ,ckpil slhoops 
lreates dc,pilate ,azments .or lcrrent edclation losts

Donservative unanliap anapzsts shocpd ke ,artilcparpz lonb
lerned akoct hoT this ,rofram locpd im,alt xennessee's akipib
tz to maintain its re,ctation .or uslap res,onsikipitzH xhe state's 
lcrrent kapanled kcdfet and poT dekt peveps locpd ke threatb
ened kz this massive neT entitpement ,roframH

Nnstead o. lreatinf an e-,ensive neT fovernment ,roframy 
lonservatives shocpd sc,,ort mar:etbkased sopctions that don't 
kcrden ta-,azers or e-,and state kcreaclralzH xhe lcrrent ,rob
,osap re,resents ,relisepz the :ind o. cn.cnded piakipitz and 
fovernment e-,ansion that uslap lonservatives have ponf o,b
,osedH

xhe  e-,ansion  o.  simipar  ,roframs  in  other  states  has 
shoTn that initiap lost ,ro8eltions o.ten cnderestimate the trce 
ponfbterm unanliap kcrden on ta-,azersH xennessee Tocpd do 
Tepp to lare.cppz lonsider these pessons ke.ore lreatinf a lostpz 
neT entitpement ,rofram that .ctcre fenerations o. ta-,azers 
Tipp ke .orled to .cndH
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THE REGULATOYJ TYONAS HOR�E

W hen government funding enters private education, 
regulations inevitably follow. While Governor Lee's 

voucher proposal currently promises autonomy for private 
schools, history shows that such promises rarely survive once 
public money is involved. To understand the threat this pro-
gram poses to educational independence, particularly religious 
education, we must examine both historical precedents and 
current warning signs.

The Historical Pattern

The path from government funding to government control 
follows a predictable pattern. Sweden's experience okers one of 
the starqest warnings about how "uicqly educational indepen-
dence can be lost. Their universal 1school choice1 program, im-
plemented in 922R, initially promised complete autonomy for 
private schools. The program appeared successful at Irst, with 
private schools maintaining their independence while receiving 
public funds.
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Dowever, within two decades, the Swedish government had 
ekectively nationaliMed all schools accepting public funds.9  Bri-
vate schools were re"uired to teach the government curriculum, 
participate in national testing, and even cease religious instruc-
tion during school hours. :ost troublingly, homeschooling was 
banned entirely, forcing some families to öee the country to 
maintain educational freedom. What began as a promise of 
1choice1 ended with the elimination of genuine educational 
alternatives.

Eanada's experience with funding religious schools provides 
another cautionary tale. zespite initial promises of religious 
liberty, publicly funded Eatholic and Brotestant schools now 
face mandatory LGJT curriculum re"uirements that directly 
conöict with their religious teachings.R  This demonstrates how 
government funding can eventually force religious institutions 
to choose between their principles and their Inancial survival.

These aren't isolated examples but represent a consistent pat-
tern( government funding initially comes with minimal strings 
attached, but those strings multiply over time until they become 
chains. The initial promises of autonomy give way to increasing 
regulation as government asserts control over the education it 
funds.

While voucher proponents might argue 1it can't happen 
here,1 Tennessee's current proposal already contains concerning 
regulatory re"uirements. Hs we'll examine in the following sec-
tions, the mechanisms for expanding these regulations are built 

9. Wennstr)m, Fohan URPRP3. 1:arqetiMed 0ducation( Dow Negulatory 5ailure 
6ndermined the Swedish School System1. Fournal of 0ducation Bolicy, –KUK3, 
//K4/29. 

R. Fones,  7evin.  1Eatholic  school  district  in  Eanada  mandates  LGJT 
Bride  :onth  awareness,  stak  training.1 Catholic  News  Agency.  2  :ay 
RPR9. https(88www.catholicnewsagency.com8news8ROYK K8catholic-school-d
istrict-in-canada-mandates-lgbt-pride-month-awareness-stak-training
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into the current bill, waiting to be activated through adminis-
trative rulemaqing.

Current Warning Signs in Tennessee's Proposal

Broponents emphasiMe private school independence, but the 
current bill already includes concerning regulatory re"uire-
ments(

  :andatory state testing for grades –-99

  Ne"uired reporting of student data to state authorities

  Eompliance with state-established 1re"uirements1 for 
various educational services

  5uture rules to be determined by the zepartment of 
0ducation

:ost troublingly, these regulations can be expanded 
through administrative rulemaking without requiring 
new legislation. The department could impose additional re-
"uirements at any time through the rule promulgation process.

The Hidden Threat of Administrative Rulemaking

While much attention focuses on the legislative text of the 
voucher bill, many of the most signiIcant regulations will come 
through a process most Tennesseans never see( administrative 
rulemaqing. 6nderstanding this process reveals how private 
schools could face increasingly burdensome regulations with 
little public oversight or resistance.

When the legislature passes a law, they often delegate the 
details of implementation to state agencies, in this case, the ze-
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partment of 0ducation. The department then creates speciIc 
rules and re"uirements through a process called 1rule promul-
gation.1 While this process technically includes public com-
ment periods, these administrative proceedings receive far less 
attention than legislative debates and often occur months or 
years after the original bill's passage.

The current voucher bill explicitly authoriMes the zepart-
ment of 0ducation to promulgate rules in several qey areas. 5or 
example, the bill states that tutoring services must 1meet the re-
"uirements established by the department.1 Similarly, technol-
ogy purchases, afterschool programs, transportation services, 
and educational therapy must all comply with yet-to-be-deter-
mined departmental re"uirements.

This means that by voting for this bill, legislators are essen-
tially signing a blanq checq for future regulations. The zepart-
ment of 0ducation could later(

  :andate speciIc curriculum re"uirements for tutor-
ing services

  0stablish detailed standards for educational technolo-
gy

  Ampose reporting re"uirements for transportation ser-
vices

  Ereate  certiIcation  re"uirements  for  educational 
therapy providers

  Ne"uire speciIc testing beyond what's currently out-
lined

  0stablish detailed Inancial reporting re"uirements
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These rules can be modiIed or expanded multiple times per 
year through the Government ’perations Eommittee, without 
re"uiring new legislation or signiIcant public debate. ’nce pri-
vate schools become dependent on voucher funding, they'll Ind 
themselves forced to comply with whatever new re"uirements 
emerge through this administrative process.

Eonsider this real-world scenario( H private school adapts its 
budget to rely on voucher students, only to learn six months 
later that the zepartment of 0ducation has promulgated new 
rules re"uiring expensive technology upgrades, additional stak 
certiIcations, or curriculum modiIcations. The school must 
either comply with these unexpected re"uirements or risq losing 
the funding it has now built into its operating budget.

This regulatory creep through administrative rulemaqing has 
already impacted private schools in other states. An 5lorida, 
for instance, private schools accepting vouchers have faced in-
creasingly detailed re"uirements about everything from teacher 
"ualiIcations to student assessment methods - all implemented 
through departmental rulemaqing rather than legislative action.

The timing of these regulations is particularly concerning. 
While the bill is being debated, advocates can claim it preserves 
private school autonomy because the more burdensome reg-
ulations have yet to be written. Jy the time those regulations 
emerge through the rulemaqing process, public attention will 
have moved on, and schools will Ind themselves too Inancially 
dependent on the program to ekectively resist new re"uire-
ments.

This process of gradual regulatory expansion through ad-
ministrative rulemaqing represents one of the most insidious 
threats to private education autonomy. While dramatic legisla-
tive changes might face public resistance, the slow accumulation 
of administrative rules can fundamentally transform private ed-
ucation with little public awareness or debate.
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Increased Regulations Breed
Lower Quality Private Schools

Eorey zeHngelis, the self-proclaimed school choice evange-
list”who was recently disgraced”for reportedly participating in 
gay porn videos,– ”has dismissed legitimate concerns about the 
regulatory strings attached to voucher programs. De—s accused 
opponents of fearmongering, claiming that worries about in-
creased regulations on private schools are baseless. “et, a”RP9  
article he authoredO ”for the Eato Anstitute tells a very dikerent 
story.

An  that  article,  zeHngelis  openly  acqnowledged  that 
high-"uality private schools often avoid participating in vouch-
er programs because of the Vburdensome government regula-
tionsZ attached to them. De noted that these schools fear losing 
autonomy and the ability to operate independently. 5urther-
more, he pointed out that it—s typically lower-"uality private 
schools_those desperate for funding_that opt into these pro-
grams. An his own words, Vvoucher program regulations liqely 
reduce the average "uality of private schools that are available to 
students using vouchers.Z This is a far cry from the rosy picture 
he paints today.

–. 7arlis,  :ichael.  1School-voucher  'evangelist'  with  Texas  ties  on  leave 
after  gay  porn  videos  resurface.1 San  Antonio  Current.  RK  Sept 
RPRO. https(88www.sacurrent.com8news8school-voucher-evangelist-with-texa
s-ties-on-leave-after-gay-porn-videos-resurface-–K//OP92

O. zeHngelis,  Eorey.  1Negulations  Hre  7eeping  the  Jest  Brivate 
Schools  out  of  School  joucher  Brograms.1 Cato  Institute.  RR  Sept 
RP9 . https(88www.cato.org8commentary8regulations-are-qeeping-best-privat
e-schools-out-school-voucher-programs
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1Lower-"uality private schools are more liqely to 
accept the voucher oker, regardless of the strings 
attached, because they are the most desperate for 
cash.1

Eorey zeHngelis

This scenario is not a fairy tale. There are plenty of examples 
nationally where already-failing schools are then publicly fund-
ed with voucher dollars leaving families with lacqluster options 
for educational alternatives. Taqe, for example, Title of Liberty 
Hcademy in :esa, H§ which had formerly been a charter school 
named HNED0S Hcademy. The charter was not only strug-
gling Inancially, but had its charter revoqed by the state due to 
dismal academic performance.K  At simply rebranded itself and 
reopened as a private school now eligible to receive state funding 
through voucher dollars.

The Religious Education Dilemma

The voucher program creates particular challenges for religious 
education. While Ehristian schools might initially welcome 
public funding, this creates two signiIcant problems(

5irst, accepting government money opens religious schools 
to future regulatory control that could compromise their 
faith-based mission. We've already seen this in other states, 
where religious schools accepting vouchers face increasing pres-
sure to modify their teachings on marriage, gender, and other 
matters of faith.

K. Dager, 0li. 1Dow a failed HriMona charter reopened as a private, taxpayer-funded 
religious  school.1 Arizona  Daily  Star. O  Fan  RPRK. 
https(88tucson.com8news8state-regional8education8how-a-failed-ariMona-chart
er-reopened-as-a-private-taxpayer-funded-religious-school8article;aK//2dPe-c
2Re-99ef- ccY-OY2a2f ea cO.html
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Second, the program cannot legally discriminate between re-
ligions in distributing funds. Necent controversies in 5lorida 
highlight this reality. There, taxpayers discovered their mon-
ey was funding Aslamic schools that taught ideologies funda-
mentally opposed to Hmerican and Fudeo-Ehristian values./  
Tennessee taxpayers would face the same dilemma_unable to 
prevent their tax dollars from funding religious education that 
contradicts their deeply held beliefs.

The Threat to Home Schools

While the current bill attempts to exclude homeschools from its 
scope,Y  the lines between homeschooling and private education 
often blur, particularly regarding umbrella schools and hybrid 
programs. Hs regulations expand, homeschool families could 
face increasing pressure to conform to state re"uirements or risq 
losing access to educational resources.

’nce private schools become dependent on voucher fund-
ing, removing burdensome regulations becomes nearly impos-
sible. Schools adapt their budgets and operations around gov-
ernment funding, maqing it extremely diQcult to later reRect 
new regulatory re"uirements without facing a Inancial crisis.

The promise of autonomy in today's bill okers no protection 
against tomorrow's regulations. Hs we've seen repeatedly, gov-

/. Asrael,  zavid.  15lorida  to  Nevoqe  :iami  Brivate  :uslim  School—s 
jouchers  over  Amam—s  Hntisemitism.1 JewishPress.com.  92  :ay 
RPRO. https(88www.Rewishpress.com8news8on-campus8öorida-to-revoqe-mia
mi-private-muslim-schools-vouchers-over-imams-antisemitism8RPRO8PK8928

Y. Senate Jill 9. 114th Tennessee General Assembly. Section R S O2-/-–KP9UR3, 10l-
igible student1 means a resident of this state who is entitled to attend a public 
school, except for a student enrolled in a home school, as deIned in S O2-/-–PKP, 
or in a church-related school, as deIned in S O2-KP- P9, with which the stu-
dent's parent is associated, registered, or is participating as a parent-teacher for 
purposes of S O2-/-–PKPUa3UR3 or Ua3U–3T 
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ernment funding inevitably leads to government control. Ten-
nessee's private schools, particularly its religious institutions, 
would be wise to reRect this TroRan horse before it breaches their 
gates.
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THE MYTH OF INCREASED CHOICE

O ne  of  the  most  persuasive-sounding  arguments  for 
school vouchers is that they increase educational choice 

for families. Yet this fundamentally misrepresents both the cur-
rent state of educational freedom in Tennessee and the true 
nature of the proposed program.

Freedom vs. Funding

Tennessee's educational landscape already owers parents com-
plete freedom to direct their children's education through mul-
tiple pathAays. M parent in ,emphis can choose to send their 
child to the local public schoolN Ahile a family in Pashville 
might opt for one of the city's many private academies. Sarents 
in rural communities can embrace homeschoolingN tailoring 
education to their child's speciFc needs and learning style. xome 
families Fnd the perfect balance through hybrid modelsN com-
bining traditional schooling Aith home education. kaith-based 
education remains readily available through Tennessee's eRten-
sive netAorI of religious schoolsN alloAing parents to align their 
children's education Aith their religious values.

These choices eRist todayN enshrined in Tennessee laA and 
practiced by families across our state. Po government permis-
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sion is re"uiredN and no bureaucrat stands betAeen parents and 
their preferred educational path. These freedoms aren't theo-
reticalzthey're being eRercised every day by Tennessee families 
from ,ountain Eity to ,emphis.

This reality eRposes the fundamental :aA in the jschool 
choicej argument. Sroponents aren't actually Fghting for ed-
ucational freedom. CnsteadN they're advocating for government 
subsidies to fund these already-eRisting choices. This transforms 
the discussion from one about liberty to one about Aealth re-
distribution - a very diwerent conversation that deserves to be 
recogniWed for Ahat it truly is.

Eonsider this analogy? Mll Mmericans have the freedom to 
choose Ahere they live. xome might prefer a beachfront prop-
erty in klorida or a mountain cabin in Eolorado. The fact that 
not everyone can aword their dream home doesn't mean Ae lacI 
housing freedom - and it certainly doesn't 5ustify creating a gov-
ernment program to subsidiWe personal housing preferences. 
The same principle applies to education.

The Welfare Question

1hen Ae strip aAay the jchoicej rhetoricN Ahat remains is a 
straightforAard Aelfare program - taIing taR dollars from all 
Tennesseans to subsidiWe the private educational preferences of 
some families. This raises a fundamental "uestion conservatives 
have long grappled Aith? xhould taRpayers be compelled to fund 
the personal choices of othersB Ct is Aorth noting that the Hov-
ernor's 2ducation kreedom Mct of q—q§ is indeed legally deFned 
as a state and local public beneFt.4  Cn other AordsN this program 
Aill be legally administrated as a neA entitlement program in 
Tennessee. Ct is anything but a tax refund.

4. xenate 9ill 4. 114th Tennessee General Assembly. xection q. 6 3(-)-’§4—BqC
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This isn't about denying help to truly needy families. Srivate 
charitiesN churchesN and scholarship programs already eRist to 
assist loA-income students in accessing private education. These 
voluntary arrangements represent genuine community support 
Aithout government compulsion or control. The voucher pro-
gram Aould replace these organicN community-based solutions 
Aith a government bureaucracy.

The Revealing Path Not Taken

Serhaps the most telling aspect of the current debate is Ahat 
isn't being proposed. Cf the goal is truly to improve educational 
outcomes through competitionN a much simpler solution is to 
reduce the regulatory burden on public schools.

The Tennessee legislature has complete authority to?

  Geduce testing re"uirements

  2liminate burdensome paperAorI

  Hrant more autonomy to teachers

  MlloA innovation in teaching methods

  Gemove unnecessary administrative re"uirements

  Mdopt the types of curricula that seem to be AorIing 
in the private sector

  Gid public schools of 02C and other non-academic 
programs

  Sass measures that lessen the in:uence of liberal teach-
ersD unions
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  Hive parents the ability to recall inewective school 
board members

  ,aIe local superintendents elected instead of ap-
pointed

These changes Aould cost taRpayers nothing. Cn factN they 
Aould liIely save money by reducing administrative overhead. 
YetN instead of pursuing this straightforAard path to educational 
improvementN proponents push for an eRpensive neA entitle-
ment program that Aould increase government involvement in 
private education.

This preference for vouchers over deregulation reveals the 
true agenda. This isn't about improving education through 
market forces - it's about control. 9y maIing private schools 
dependent on government fundingN the program Aould ulti-
mately bring all education under increased state oversight.

The Market Distortion

Gather than fostering genuine marIet competitionN voucher 
programs inevitably distort the natural dynamics that currently 
maIe private schools successful. ThinI about hoA marIets typ-
ically AorI? xchools set their tuition based on their costsN "uali-
tyN and Ahat their community can support. Sarents Aeigh these 
prices against the value owered. This organic interaction creates 
genuine competition and drives "uality. 9ut in5ect government 
funding into this e"uationN and everything changes.

xchools begin shaping their tuition around voucher amounts 
rather than actual costs and value. They become increasingly 
dependent on political decisions about funding levels instead 
of focusing solely on meeting parent and student needs. Ct's liIe 
Aatching a formerly independent business gradually transform 
into a government contractor.
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This  dependency breeds  a  more  insidious  problem.  Ms 
schools adapt their budgets and operations around government 
fundingN they become less able to resist neA regulations and 
re"uirements. True competition diminishes as schools increas-
ingly compete for government approval rather than parent sat-
isfaction. 1e've seen this pattern play out in higher educationN 
Ahere government funding through student loans has led to 
sIyrocIeting costs and decreased educational "uality.

Serhaps most concerning is Ahat happens to schools that 
try to maintain their independence. 1hen voucher-funded 
competitors can artiFcially loAer their prices through govern-
ment subsidiesN truly independent schools often Fnd them-
selves priced out of the marIet. 1e risI creating a system Ahere 
genuine educational alternatives - those completely free from 
government in:uence - become increasingly rare.

This isn't theoretical. Cn states Aith eRtensive voucher pro-
gramsN Ae've already Aitnessed this transformation. The vibrant 
marIetplace of truly independent educational options gradual-
ly gives Aay to a system of government-dependent schools that 
looI private on paper but increasingly operate at the Ahim of 
state bureaucrats.

Srivate schools currently AorI precisely because they remain 
independent of government control and responsive to parent 
demands. Cn5ecting government funding into this AorIing sys-
tem risIs destroying the very "ualities that maIe these schools 
successful.

The Reality of Choice

True educational choice means preserving genuine alternatives 
to government-controlled education. Ct means maintaining the 
independence of private schools and protecting the autonomy 
of homeschooling families. ,ost importantlyN it means recog-
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niWing that government funding and genuine choice are 
mutually exclusive.

The proposed voucher program Aould not eRpand educa-
tional freedom but compromise it by maIing private education 
increasingly dependent on and accountable to government bu-
reaucrats. Eonservatives should instead advocate for reducing 
regulations on all schoolsN alloAing genuine marIet forces to 
improve education Aithout eRpanding government control.
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THE FAILED POMSICE MF NMSPETITIM�

A dvocates of Tennessee's voucher program frequently cite 
a "99% parent satisfaction rate" from the pilot program. 

While this statistic is appealing, it masks a more troubling re-
ality: the program is failing to deliver its promised academic 
improvements.

The Reality Behind the Numbers

Recent TCAP results from the 2023-24 school year tell a sober-
ing story. In Shelby County, where the program has been exten-
sively promoted, ESA students are actually performing worse 
than their public school counterparts. Only 18.7% of ESA stu-
dents are meeting or exceeding expectations in math projciency 
- lagging behind even the struggling public school system they 
left behind.

This underperformance isn't limited to a single subLect or 
district. (ooking at the English (anguage Arts )E(AD results, 
we see a similar pattern. In 5avidson County, for instance, ESA 
students achieved a projciency rate of 28.8%, while the public 
school system - despite its challenges - maintained a 30.N% pro-
jciency rate.
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Some supporters of the program have attempted to dismiss 
these results by suggesting the comparison isn't fair - that we're 
comparing ESA students from disadvantaged backgrounds to 
the broader public school population. 6owever, this defense 
falls apart when we examine county-by-county comparisons. 
In Bemphis-Shelby County, for example, ESA students and 
public school students come from similar demographic back-
grounds, yet the ESA students show no meaningful academic 
improvements. $oth groups achieved identical math projcien-
cy rates of 18.7%.

The Cost of Failure

These disappointing results wouldn't be quite so concerning 
if the program were inexpensive. $ut Tennessee taxpayers are 
spending millions of dollars to achieve outcomes that are, at 
best, no better than the existing public school system. The 
pilot program has already cost tens of millions, yet has failed 
to demonstrate any convincing evidence of academic improve-
ment.

Gow, Hovernor (ee proposes to expand this failing model 
statewide at a cost exceeding F400 million in the jrst year alone. 
This represents an enormous investment in a program that has 
shown no ability to deliver on its primary promise: improving 
educational outcomes through competition.

Tennessee isn't the jrst state to discover that voucher pro-
grams often fail to deliver their promised improvements. Stud-
ies from Indiana, (ouisiana, and Ohio have shown similar pat-
terns - high parent satisfaction rates coupled with stagnant or 
declining academic performance. This disconnect between par-
ent satisfaction and actual academic outcomes suggests that 
while parents might appreciate having options, the programs 
aren't actually improving educational quality.
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$reaking down the 2023-24 TCAP results further reveals:

  In 5avidson County, 39.8% of ESA students scored 
"below expectations" in math, compared to 3M.9% of 
public school students

  In English (anguage Arts, ESA students consistently 
showed lower percentages in the "exceeded expecta-
tions" category across all participating districts

  6amilton County ESA students achieved an 18.1% 
projciency rate in math, signijcantly below the public 
school rate of 3M.M%

These numbers become even more concerning when we con-
sider that private schools typically have smaller class siBes and 
more resources per student. If these advantages aren't translat-
ing into better academic outcomes in the pilot program, there's 
little reason to believe expanded vouchers would improve edu-
cation statewide.

The Risk to Private Education

Perhaps most alarming is how these results might impact Ten-
nessee's currently successful private schools. $y expanding a 
program that shows no evidence of academic improvement, 
we risk compromising the independence and eCectiveness of 
private schools that are currently working well. The regulato-
ry burdens and market distortions we discussed earlier would 
aCect all private schools, not Lust those struggling to improve 
student outcomes.

$efore expanding this program statewide, conservatives 
should demand evidence that it actually works. The current 
data shows:
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  Go meaningful academic improvements

  Signijcant costs to taxpayers

  Risks to existing successful private schools

  Go clear path to better outcomes

The 99% parent satisfaction rate, while positive, cannot out-
weigh the program's failure to improve academic performance. 
Tennessee's children deserve better than an expensive program 
that fails to deliver real educational improvements. Rather than 
expanding a failing model statewide, we should focus on solu-
tions that have demonstrated success in improving educational 
outcomes without compromising the independence of private 
education.
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CONSEVATI AELSOUFI ONSLDOVLE�FCTI ON

W hen we oppose school vouchers, we're often asked: 
"What's your alternative?" This question deserves a 

thoughtful response, as conservatives must do more than sim-
ply critique failed policies. We need to ober viaCle solutions that 
align with our principles of limited government, xscal respon-
siCility, and genuine free-market competition.

Empowering Public Schools Through Deregulation

The most straightforward path to educational improvement re-
quires no new spending or programs. The Tennessee legislature 
already has the authority to reduce Curdensome regulations on 
puClic schools. This would allow them to operate more like 
their private counterparts, fostering genuine competition and 
innovation.

;onsider how private schools succeed today: They can hire 
eSperienced professionals without requiring specixc certixca-
tions, adapt their curriculum quickly to meet student needs, 
and are not Cound Cy eScessive testing requirements or Cureau-
cratic red tape. These freedoms do not cost taSpayers a dimeR 
they simply require government to step Cack.
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The legislature has complete constitutional authority over 
the puClic school system in Tennessee and could make these 
changes applicaCle statewide. Gt is important to note that all 
powers and duties of a local education agency )’3EY are strictly 
dexned and enacted Cy the Heneral EssemCly. The mantra Cy 
school choice advocates is that teachers1 unions have all the 
power. That could not Ce further from the truth. %our state 
legislature has BLLj control over all puClic schools within the 
state.

Oy reducing regulations on puClic schools rather than in-
creasing them on private ones, we create genuine competition 
without compromising educational independence.

Tax Relief Instead of Wealth Redistribution

Nather than creating new government spending programs, 
conservatives should support taS policies that help families keep 
more of their own money for education. Aon-refundaCle taS 
credits, unlike vouchers, never Cecome government funds suC-
Vect to government control. They simply allow families to keep 
more of what they earn to spend on education.

Ieveral states have implemented successful taS credit pro-
grams that:

  Neduce families' taS Curden Cased on educational eS-
penses

  Ellow Cusinesses to receive credits for funding student 
scholarships Cy nonproxts

  3ncourage private charitaCle giving to education

  Evoid the regulatory threats that come with direct 
government funding
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These approaches preserve the independence of private ed-
ucation while providing relief to families seeking educational 
alternatives.

Strengthening Community-Based Solutions

Distory shows that communities have a remarkaCle capacity 
to support education without government intervention. ’ong 
Cefore government-funded schools Cecame the norm, local or-
gani2ations and institutions found creative ways to ensure that 
children received quality education regardless of their families' 
xnancial circumstances.

;onsider how this works in practice: E local church notices 
several families in its congregation struggling to abord private 
school tuition. Nather than looking to government solutions, it 
estaClishes a scholarship fund, allowing more fortunate mem-
Cers to help support the education of children in their com-
munity. This creates not Vust xnancial support Cut a genuine 
connection Cetween givers and recipients4a true investment in 
the community's future.

Iimilarly, local Cusinesses often recogni2e that supporting 
education serves Coth their community and their future work-
force needs. When Cusiness leaders partner with schools to cre-
ate internship programs, provide equipment, or fund scholar-
ships, they forge meaningful connections that Cenext everyone 
involved. These partnerships emerge organically Cased on local 
needs and opportunities rather than through government man-
dates.

;ommunity foundations play a particularly powerful role in 
this ecosystem. When local leaders estaClish education founda-
tions, they can respond quickly to specixc community needs 
- whether that's providing scholarships, funding special pro-
grams, or supporting innovative teaching methods. Oecause 
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these foundations are rooted in the community, they under-
stand local challenges and opportunities in ways that distant 
government Cureaucracies never could.

We're also seeing eSciting developments in voluntary cooper-
ative learning arrangements, where families and educators col-
laCorate to create innovative educational solutions. Whether 
forming study groups, sharing teaching resources, or creating 
hyCrid learning environments, these grassroots eborts demon-
strate how communities can eSpand educational opportunities 
without government intervention.

These local solutions work Cecause they emerge from au-
thentic community relationships and shared values. When a 
scholarship comes from your local church or Cusiness commu-
nity rather than a government program, it strengthens social 
Conds while preserving educational independence. ;ommuni-
ties have traditionally lifted each other up4not through gov-
ernment redistriCution Cut through voluntary cooperation and 
genuine charity.

Protecting Educational Freedom

Et the heart of educational eScellence lies a precious indepen-
dence that we must vigilantly protect. Today's thriving private 
schools and homeschool communities succeed precisely Ce-
cause they operate free from the subocating grip of government 
oversight. This independence allows them to innovate, adapt to 
student needs, and maintain strong values-Cased education in 
ways that heavily regulated puClic schools often cannot.

3very time a new education Cill appears in the legislature, we 
must carefully eSamine how it might chip away at this indepen-
dence. When federal programs dangle funding in eSchange for 
adopting certain standards or practices, we must recogni2e these 
obers for what they are - attempts to centrali2e control over ed-
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ucation. When testing mandates eSpand, we must understand 
how they suCtly pressure schools to teach to standardi2ed tests 
rather than pursue genuine education eScellence.

The homeschool community obers a powerful eSample of 
what educational freedom can achieve. —ree from eScessive reg-
ulation, homeschool families have created diverse and ebec-
tive learning environments tailored to their children's needs. 
They've developed innovative curricula, formed supportive 
communities, and consistently demonstrated strong academic 
outcomes. This success stems directly from their independence 
from government control and funding.

The history of education reform obers a soCering lesson: 
government involvement, no matter how well-intentioned, 
tends to sti–e the innovation and –eSiCility that make schools 
successful. Hovernment oversight typically eSpands until it 
chokes out the independence that allowed educational eScel-
lence to –ourish.

Es conservatives, we must recogni2e that defending educa-
tional independence isn't Vust aCout opposing Cad policies. Gt 
requires a proactive ebort to protect and eSpand the freedoms 
that make educational eScellence possiCle. This means actively 
working to reduce eSisting mandates while steadfastly resisting 
new encroachments on educational liCerty.

;onservative solutions for education should focus on:

  Neducing government Carriers rather than increasing 
government funding

  3mpowering families through taS relief rather than 
new spending

  3ncouraging more local and community-centered so-
lutions
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  Drotecting  educational  independence  rather  than 
compromising it

  3mCracing innovation through market forces rather 
than Cureaucratic oversight

These approaches align with conservative principles while 
obering genuine paths to educational improvement. They avoid 
the pitfalls of government dependency while preserving the au-
tonomy that makes private education successful.

We can either follow the failed path of government eSpan-
sion through vouchers, or we can emCrace truly conservative 
solutions that reduce regulation, support families through taS 
relief, and protect educational independence. The choice Cefore 
us isn't Cetween vouchers and the status quo E it's Cetween 
government control and genuine educational freedom.

Oy reVecting vouchers and emCracing these market-Cased al-
ternatives, we can improve education while preserving the prin-
ciples that make Tennessee's educational diversity one of our 
greatest strengths.



CONCLUSION

C onservatives must see Governor Bill Lee's voucher pro-
posal for what it truly is - not a path to educational 

freedom but a massive expansion of government inkuence that 
threatens the very independence that ma.es private education 
successfulT

Ehe evidence is clearT Ehe pilot program's disappointing aca-
demic results show that SA, students perform no betterY and 
sometimes worseY than their public school peersT $et propo-
nents push to expand this failing model statewide at a staggering 
costY exceeding 40jj million in its ’rst year aloneT Ehis repre-
sents not Must a ’nancial burden on Eennessee taxpayers but a 
fundamental threat to a parentqs right to educate their child free 
from government constraintsT

Ehe program's structural kaws are impossible to ignoreT 
"ore than half of Eennessee's counties have no 2ualifying pri-
vate schoolsY meaning rural taxpayers would be forced to fund 
an educational program they cannot accessT Ehe Rdo no harmR 
funding provision creates confusion about duplicative pay-
mentsY while the 4IYjjj teacher bonuses appear designed to 
buy support rather than improve educationT "ost troublinglyY 
the program opens the door to expanding government control 
over private education through administrative rulema.ing that 
could occur largely outside public viewT
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Oe must remember that Eennessee parents already have 
complete educational freedom and choiceT Ehey can choose 
public schoolsY private schoolsY homeschoolingY or hybrid mod-
elsT Ohat proponents actually see. isn't educational choice but 
government subsidy of private choicesT Ehis distinction matters 
deeply because government funding inevitably leads to govern-
ment controlT

3istory o:ers clear warningsT —rom Aweden to ,ustralia to 
—loridaY we've seen how government funding of private educa-
tion gradually leads to government control of private educationT 
Ehe initial promises of autonomy give way to expanding reg-
ulationY testing mandatesY and curriculum re2uirementsT ;nce 
schools become dependent on government fundingY they lose 
the very independence that made them successfulT

Hnstead of creating an expensive new entitlement programY 
conservatives should advocate for solutions that align with our 
principles< reducing regulations on all schoolsY providing tax 
relief to familiesY strengthening community-based scholarship 
programsY and most importantlyY protecting the independence 
of private educationT Ehese approaches can expand educational 
opportunities without compromising libertyT

Eennessee's educational future depends on preserving gen-
uine  educational  freedom=not  replacing  it  with  govern-
ment-funded and government-controlled alternativesT Ehe 
path to better education lies not in expanded government in-
volvement but in protecting and strengthening the indepen-
dence that allows genuine educational excellence to kourishT
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ert, and limited governmentF hounded on tze principle tzat 
engaged citikens represent tze .est defense against govern-
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rigzts tzrougz informedT strategic engagement in tze legislative 
processF

Ge .elieve tzat government exists to secure our —od-giv-
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szapes ever,tzing we doF Gzen government oversteps its con-
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to defend li.ert, tzrougz principledT eNective actionF



bSAIC—b HSSHED40'j

Sennessee btands operates at tze intersection of principle 
and practiceF Ge don;t qust advocate for constitutional gover-
nanceO we eBuip citikens witz tze Wnowledge and tools needed 
to engage eNectivel, in tze legislative processF Szrougz detailed 
.ill anal,sisT strategic advocac, trainingT and direct engagement 
witz legislatorsT we zelp Sennesseans protect tzeir fundamental 
rigztsF

:ur worW focuses on several crucial areasF Ge defend religious 
li.ert, against government interferenceT protect parental rigzts 
in educationT oppose unconstitutional mandatesT and advocate 
for yscal responsi.ilit,F Uut perzaps our most important worW 
involves teaczing citikens zow to engage eNectivel, witz tzeir 
governmentF Ge .elieve tzat informedT active citikens represent 
tze .est safeguard of li.ert,F

Gzat sets Sennessee btands apart is our commitment to .otz 
principle and processF Ge understand tzat defending li.ert, re-
Buires more tzan qust good intentionsRit demands Wnowledge 
of legislative proceduresT strategic tzinWingT and coordinated 
actionF Szrougz our educational programsT legislative updatesT 
and advocac, initiativesT we zelp citikens transform tzeir pas-
sion for li.ert, into eNective actionF

Ge operate independentl, of an, political part, or special 
interest groupF :ur allegiance is to constitutional principles and 
tze citikens of SennesseeF Szis independence allows us to eval-
uate legislation and government actions .ased solel, on tzeir 
alignment witz constitutional principles and tzeir impact on 
individual li.ert,F

Hs tzreats to li.ert, continue evolvingT so does our approacz 
to defending itF Ge constantl, reyne our strategiesT expand our 
educational oNeringsT and strengtzen our advocac, networWsF 
Uut our fundamental mission remains unczanged1 empowering 
citikens to protect tzeir —od-given rigzts tzrougz informedT 
principled engagement witz tzeir governmentF
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8oin us in tzis crucial worWF Gzetzer ,ou;re new to civic 
engagement or a seasoned advocateT Sennessee btands provides 
tze resourcesT trainingT and support ,ou need to defend li.ert, 
eNectivel,F SogetzerT we can ensure tzat Sennessee remains a 
strongzold of constitutional governance and individual free-
domF
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