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School Choice Policies Do Not 
Raise Private School Tuition

THE ISSUE
Critics of K–12 school choice policies have 

claimed that they will lead to private school 
tuition inflation. The data show otherwise. As 
shown in Table 1, over the past 10 years, states 
that never had a school choice policy had 
higher rates of tuition increases (27.6 percent, 
on average) than states that had adopted a 

school choice policy more than 10 years ago 
(15.4 percent, on average).

Among states that adopted school choice 
within the past 10 years, inflation-adjusted 
tuition rates decreased, on average, after the 
adoption of school choice.

SOURCE: Authors’ analysis of data from Private School Review, 
https://www.privateschoolreview.com/ (accessed August 9, 2023).

TABLE 1

Changes in Private School Tuition in 
States that Always or Never Had a 
School Choice Policy in Years 2013–
2014 through 2022–2023

Total 2013–’14 2022–’23 Change % Change

Always Choice $10,101 $11,657 $1,556 15.4%

Never Choice $9,388 $11,982 $2,594 27.6%

High School 2013–’14 2022–’23 Change % Change

Always Choice $14,112 $15,211 $1,099 7.8%

Never Choice $12,058 $16,233 $4,175 34.6%

Elementary 2013–’14 2022–’23 Change % Change

Always Choice $8,345 $10,295 $1,950 23.4%

Never Choice $8,437 $11,098 $2,661 31.5%
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TABLE 2

Rate of Change in Private School 
Tuition in States that Adopted a 
School Choice Policy Between Years 
2013–2014 and 2022–2023

AVerAGe CHANGe

BEFORE 
Adopting 

School Choice 
Policy

AFTER
Adopting 

School Choice 
Policy

Illinois 2.9% –1.7%

Kansas 8.0% –4.4%

maryland 0.8% –0.6%

missouri 0.3% –4.0%

montana 9.2% 0.3%

Nevada –0.2% –0.8%

South Dakota –5.5% 0.3%

tennessee 1.7% –1.1%

Total 2.1% –1.5%

SOURCE: Authors’ analysis of data from Private School Review, 
https://www.privateschoolreview.com/ (accessed August 9, 2023).
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As shown in Table 2, between 2013–2014 and 
2022–2023, the average annual change in infla-
tion-adjusted tuition in states before adopting 
school choice was 2.1 percent while the average 
annual change in tuition after adopting school 
choice was –1.5 percent. In other words, the rate 
of change in tuition decreased, on average, after 
the adoption of school choice.

A more sophisticated statistical analysis of 
10 years of tuition data in all 50 states finds that 
school choice significantly reduces elementary 
school tuition but has no discernable effect on 
high school tuition. As shown in Table 3, this 
model estimates that the average tuition for all 
private schools is $330 less than it would other-
wise have been after states adopt a school choice 
policy, but this effect is not statistically significant. 

But when we focus on elementary school 
tuition, we find that the adoption of school 
choice policies results in tuition rates that are 
$925 lower than they would have been had the 
state not adopted school choice, a statistically 
significant difference. Given that the average 

elementary school tuition during the period we 
examined was $8,128, reducing tuition by $925 
represents a large savings for families.

To be clear: This result does not mean that 
private elementary schools in states that 
adopted school choice cut their tuitions by $925. 
It means that they were able to delay or reduce 
tuition increases so that the amount they 
charged was $925 less than it would have been 
given tuition increases occurring in other states 
that had not adopted school choice during 
this 10-year period. The savings of $925 is real, 
but it is mostly in the form of reduced tuition 
increases rather than cuts in tuition rates.

Critics claim that K–12 education subsi-
dies will put inflationary pressure on K–12 
schools, just as higher education subsidies have 
increased college costs. But the K–12 education 
system and the education choice policies differ 
in important ways from higher education:

	l K–12 schools face fewer barriers to entry 
than higher education and have a stronger 
mission to serve more children, allowing 
them to increase supply more rapidly than 
demand so that competition restrains tuition 
increases; and

	l Newer school choice delivery mechanisms 
such as education savings accounts (ESAs) 
work as a hedge against inflationary pres-
sures because families can use them for a 
wide variety of expenses and can save unused 
funds for later.

CONCLUSION
Contrary to the claims made by critics, states 

that have adopted school choice had lower rates 
of private elementary school tuition increases 
with no discernable effect on private high school 
tuition rates.

* Statistically signifi cant at p < .05.
NOTE: Results for model with state and year fi xed eff ects.
SOURCE: Authors’ analysis of data from Private School Review, 
https://www.privateschoolreview.com/ (accessed August 9, 2023).

TABLE 3

The Eff ect of States Adopting School 
Choice on Private School Tuition
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Category
Number of 

Observations

Eff ect of 
Choice on 

Tuition

private elementary Schools* 487 -$925

private High Schools 477 -$323

All private Schools 491 -$330


