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How Private Institutions Secure Social Services for Arizonans

Executive Summary

In 2006, the Arizona Legislature passed two new educational voucher programs, each 

worth $2.5 million annually, for children in foster care and for children with disabilities.  On 

November 14, 2006, school choice opponents filed a lawsuit challenging the constitutionality 

of the programs.  Yet, as this report details, for decades the State of Arizona has operated 

voucher-style programs just like the new educational scholarships.  These programs, ranging 

from educational aid to welfare to adoption assistance, give aid directly to those in need and 

allow them to spend it on the service provider of their choice, including public agencies, 

private organizations and even, in most programs, religious schools and institutions.  

Similarly, school choice plans like Arizona’s give scholarships directly to qualifying parents 

who can then select the public, private or religious school of their choice.

Indeed, we found that Arizona already had six different educational voucher 

programs that help more than 22,000 students annually attend the public, private or 

religious school of their choice.  And the total annual cost of $22 million for these programs 

dwarfs the $5 million allotted for Arizona’s new school choice programs.

This report shows that voucher programs that give recipients the free and 

independent choice of an array of providers, including faith-based organizations, have a long 

and established history in Arizona.  Vouchers for foster children and those with disabilities 

represent only a modest addition to a long-standing and sensible policy of providing services 

through efficient choice-based programs for those most in need.
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Introduction

Arizona’s new publicly funded scholarship program for children with disabilities is 

a godsend to Scottsdale mom Andrea Weck, whose five-year-old daughter Lexie has been 

diagnosed with cerebral palsy, autism and mental retardation.  Unfortunately for Andrea, 

her local public school does not have the right combination of services for Lexie’s unique 

needs—but a Tempe private school, Chrysalis Academy, does.  In just a few short months 

after starting at Chrysalis, Lexie is showing remarkable progress academically and socially, 

but Andrea simply could not afford the tuition without the new scholarship program.

Regrettably, on November 14, 2006, special interest groups opposed to school choice 

filed a lawsuit challenging the scholarship program, as well as a new school choice program 

for foster children, each worth $2.5 million annually.  Specifically, opponents allege that the 

programs violate the Arizona Constitution’s Blaine Amendment 

and education provisions by allowing participating parents a free 

and independent choice of public, private or religious schools.

But since the 1980s, Arizona has spent public money to 

support children whose special needs are best met by private and 

religious schools.  The only difference between the old programs 

and the programs now in litigation is who chooses—bureaucrats 

or parents.

Since the late Milton Friedman gave voice to the idea,1 

educational vouchers like Arizona’s new programs have arguably 

endured more criticism from defenders of the educational 

status quo than any other school-related policy innovation.  The 

simple idea of government paying for—but not itself providing—

educational services has been demonized as undermining America’s democratic values,2 

marginalized as an “experiment,”3 dismissed as unconstitutional,4 and condemned for 

“undercut[ting] the public-school system by siphoning off much needed dollars.”5
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	 But as this report demonstrates, the new voucher programs are only two of nearly 

a dozen such programs where Arizona already pays for but does not necessarily provide 

services to participants.  Those programs range from education to various welfare programs 

to adoption assistance.  The education-related voucher programs alone serve more than 

22,000 students a year, totaling nearly $22 million in annual State-funded scholarships, as 

shown in Table 1.

   
Table 1:  Annual Number of Participants and Expenditures (or Appropriations) 

per Education-Related Voucher Program, Most Recent Data

Current Voucher Programs Participants Expenditures

Special Education Vouchers for Private Placement 1,656 $6,981,338

Education and Training Vouchers 250 $1,589,937

AIMS Intervention and Dropout Prevention Program 16,000 $5,550,000

Leveraging Educational Assistance Partnership Program 4,131 $2,808,172

Postsecondary Education Grant Program NA6 $4,800,000

Private Postsecondary Education Student Financial Assistance 140 $116,333

TOTAL 22,177 $21,845,781

New Voucher Programs

Displaced Pupils Choice Grants 500 $2,500,000

Arizona Scholarships for Pupils with Disabilities 200 $2,500,000

Most of Arizona’s voucher-style programs operate basically the same way:  

Participants who demonstrate a need receive funding, which they then spend at the 

service provider of their choosing—public or private institutions, often including religious 

organizations.  Given the number of citizens in need, choice-based aid represents a more 

efficient way to support services for these individuals rather than the government providing 

assistance directly.  Indeed, choice-based aid enjoys a long and successful history in 

American social policy through federal programs like food stamps and various college 

assistance programs such as Pell Grants and the G.I. Bill, as well as in Arizona policy.
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In light of the array of voucher-style programs listed throughout this report, an 

inevitable question arises:  How are Arizona’s new K-12 voucher programs for foster children 

and children with special needs any different?  If the voucher programs described in this 

report are constitutional and sound policy (as school choice opponents tacitly admit by 

failing to challenge them legally or in the court of public opinion), why aren’t publicly funded 

scholarships for foster and disabled students?

Perhaps, one might argue, scholarships for foster children and children with 

disabilities differ because they involve the education of children.  But, as the descriptions 

included here indicate, other Arizona voucher programs also 

involve the education of children.  Indeed, some of these other 

programs even deal specifically with children in foster care or 

students with disabilities.  Another argument against the new 

programs might be their inclusion of religious institutions.  Yet, 

other Arizona educational aid programs allow recipients to 

redeem vouchers at religious organizations if they so choose.  

In fact, the new Arizona educational voucher programs 

for children in foster care and children with disabilities do not 

differ substantively from other voucher programs that have 

been in place for years—except for the threat they apparently 

pose to public school monopolists.  That threat seems so dire, 

opponents like the ACLU Foundation of Arizona and People for the American Way (PFAW), 

who both brought the November 14, 2006, lawsuit, are willing to deny a modest helping hand 

to children struggling with challenging physical, emotional or familial circumstances just to 

preserve the educational status quo in Arizona.  

But placed in context, the supposed threat is nothing more than an ACLU/PFAW 

chimera.  Even if a maximum number of students in each of the new programs used a 

voucher, only approximately 200 special education students7 and 500 foster children8 could 
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likely take advantage of the opportunities annually.  These numbers represent only 0.1 

percent and 12.3 percent respectively of eligible students9 and a mere 0.02 percent and 0.05 

percent respectively of all Arizona students.10 

And compared to the size of other voucher programs in Arizona (in terms of 

participants and dollars), any imagined threat posed by the new scholarship programs 

is even emptier.  Table 1 contrasts the maximum number 

of participants and dollars in the new voucher programs to 

previously existing education-related vouchers.  As the results 

indicate, the new programs are much smaller than the majority 

of other voucher initiatives.

But most important, the new programs, like those 

already in operation, provide much-needed assistance to 

citizens facing difficult challenges in the formative years of their 

lives.  Through the voucher vehicle, these services are funded 

by the State but enable recipients to call on the resources and 

expertise of providers best able to meet the students’ unique 

needs, regardless of the particular provider’s public, private or 

religious status.  In addition to greater efficiency for recipients 

and the public at large, Arizona’s choice-based aid programs 

involve the community in not only the funding of services but 

also the provision of assistance as non-governmental organizations join in the care of some of 

Arizona’s neediest citizens.  

In the pages that follow, we include more detail about each of Arizona’s current 

voucher programs.  These profiles include short explanations of each program, when the 

programs were enacted and data on the number of participants and dollars expended or 

appropriated (when available).  As these descriptions indicate, voucher programs in which 

government pays for but does not directly provide services, and in which participants choose 

from an array of providers, including faith-based organizations, have a long and established 
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history in Arizona.  Vouchers for foster children and those with disabilities represent only a 

modest addition to a long-standing and sensible policy of providing services through efficient 

choice-based programs for those most in need.

Education Vouchers

Special Education Vouchers for Private Placement11

Established: 1987

Description: These vouchers pay for the education of children ages 3 through 21 who have 

been placed in a private residential facility for special education services or for care, safety or 

treatment reasons other than special education.  For the latter services, private residential 

facilities eligible to receive vouchers include private schools accredited or working toward 

accreditation by the North Central Association of Colleges and Secondary Schools, including 

religious institutions.  

Participants and Expenditures12

Year Participants Expenditures

2002 NA $4,465,600.63 

2003 1,119 $4,615,773.98 

2004 1,406 $5,204,163.04 

2005 1,600 $5,186,715.04 

2006 1,656 $5,084,572.79 

2007 NA $6,981,338.88 (projected)
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Education and Training Vouchers13

Established: 2002 

Description: Foster youth may use these vouchers to attend a college, university or 

vocational institute of their choice, including religious schools.  To be eligible, recipients 

must have been in foster care at the age of 16 or 17.   Vouchers may be used at public or 

private colleges or universities, community colleges and vocational or technical schools.  

Students may receive financial assistance until they reach the age of 23.  The maximum 

voucher for each student is $5,000 per year.14

Participants and Appropriations15

Year Participants Appropriations
2003 NA $1,248,245
2004 NA $1,324,273
2005 NA $1,480,385
2006 NA $1,501,017

2007 (estimate) 250 $1,589,937

AIMS Intervention and Dropout Prevention Program16

Established: 2002

Description: Students at risk of dropping out of school use these vouchers for additional 

academic support, including tutoring, workplace training and instruction on leadership and 

civic duty.  Service providers may be either public or private entities, including religious 

organizations such as the Young Men’s Christian Association (YMCA).  This program has 

traditionally served only students in grades 9-12, but in 2007, seventh and eighth graders will 

be eligible for the vouchers.  

Participants and Appropriations17

Year Participants Appropriation
2002 NA $550,000
2003 NA $550,000
2004 NA $550,000
2005 NA $570,000
2006 8,677 $5,550,000
2007 16,000 (anticipated) $5,550,000
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Leveraging Educational Assistance Partnership (LEAP) Program18

Established: 1976

Description: This need-based program gives qualifying college-aged students vouchers 

(grants) to spend at any postsecondary institution of their choice, public or private, religious 

or non-religious.  Vouchers range anywhere from $100 to $2,500 per student per year.  The 

average voucher in 2005-2006 was $680.  

Participants and Expenditures19

Year Participants Expenditures

1994-1995 NA $ 3,503,696

1995-1996 NA $3,361,147

1996-1997 4,846 $2,751,000

1997-1998 5,028 $3,164,527

1998-1999 4,189 $2,731,119

1999-2000 3,784 $2,727,078

2000-2001 4,595 $2,990,497

2001-2002 3,805 $2,811,845

2002-2003 3,700 $2,838,854

2003-2004 4,357 $2,864,937

2004-2005 4,187 $2,853,358

2005-2006 4,131 $2,808,172

Postsecondary Education Grant (PEG) Program20

Established: 2006

Description: This program provides vouchers (scholarships) for students who wish to 

enroll in any nationally or regionally accredited private postsecondary college or university 

in Arizona, including religious colleges.  Students receive a $2,000 voucher annually for a 

maximum of four calendar years.  They can use this voucher on tuition, books and fees.  

Participants and Appropriations21

Year Participants Appropriations
2007 NA $4,800,000
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Private Postsecondary Education Student Financial Assistance Program (PFAP)22

Established: 1996

Description: This program gives vouchers of up to $1,500 per year to students who hold 

an Associate’s Degree from an Arizona community college and intend to enroll as a full-

time student in a private college or university in Arizona, including religious institutions.  

Students who receive a voucher may reapply for an award during their second year, for a 

maximum cumulative award of $3,000.23 

Participants and Expenditures24

Year Participants Expenditures

1996-1997 52 $39,000

1997-1998 379 $284,250

1998-1999 358 $268,500

1999-2000 348 $261,000

2000-2001 260 $386,088

2001-2002 297 $432,780

2002-2003 259 $348,560

2003-2004 155 $186,550

2004-2005 113 $105,092

2005-2006 140 $116,333
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Vouchers for Social Services

Special Needs Adoption25

Established: 199026

Description: This program reimburses any “nonrecurring adoption expenses” taken by 

parents who adopt a special needs child.  These expenses can include private sector services 

such as attorney fees, travel costs, and expenses related to the legal process of adoption, such 

as the adoption study.  Under this program, up to $2,000 may be reimbursed per child.

Behavioral Health Services for Juvenile Offenders27

Established: Early 1990s28

Description: Under Arizona law, a child or parent may receive behavioral health services 

from a State agency or private service provider, as determined by the court.  In this case, a 

private service provider can be an individual or an organization, including those that are 

faith-based, and the provider can receive funding directly or be reimbursed for services 

given to a child who is a ward of the court.  Although this program differs slightly in that the 

decision is made by the court rather than a parent, it still allows for services to be paid for but 

not provided by the State and includes both public and private service providers.  

Homes for Arizonans Initiative: Down Payment and Closing Cost Assistance Program29

Established: 199830

Description: This program provides assistance for first-time homebuyers and includes 

a voucher (grant) that individuals may use to pay for closing costs and a down payment.  

Depending on the buyer’s income and other factors, the voucher can cover the actual closing 

costs or $3,000 (whichever is less), and the maximum combined assistance available for each 

voucher recipient is $20,000.
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