
As policymakers on Capitol Hill wrestle with
reforming the Individuals with Disabilities Education
Act (IDEA), congressional Republicans and a host
of conservative think tanks are vocally promoting
school vouchers as a potential model for reform.1

After bipartisan consensus on the No Child Left
Behind Act in 2001 and the Education Sciences
Reform Act in 2002, apparently it is back to
business as usual, with Republicans proposing
school choice as a panacea for all manner of
educational problems. In addition to believing
that school choice invariably drives innovation,
voucher proponents also argue that parental
satisfaction should be the ultimate arbiter of
school performance. That’s why they see school
choice as the most logical reform for the nation’s
complicated and troubled special education
system.

Expanding choice and customization in
education is a vital debate and the Progressive
Policy Institute staunchly supports public school
choice, public charter schools, and other publicly
accountable choice options. However, the push
for vouchers in special education is driven more
by a political agenda than any specific special
education reform issue. In fact, it is likely that
special education vouchers would work at cross-
purposes with other IDEA reforms that many
Republicans and moderate Democrats support.

A little-known initiative in Florida has
emerged as the basis for national proposals to
expand choice in special education. Florida’s
McKay Scholarship program gives parents of
children with special needs a voucher that they
can use at a public or private school of their
choice. (The program is named for former State

Senate President John McKay, who was
instrumental in its creation and is himself the
father of a child with a disability.)  When the
House of Representatives considered its version
of IDEA reform, two amendments based on the
McKay model were defeated.2 Currently, special
education already operates as a de facto choice
program for some parents, and not without
considerable abuse.3 Whether or not Congress
adds a voucher component to IDEA, states today
have the option of creating their own state-level
McKay-like programs, which conservative policy
analysts have urged them to do.4 Nonetheless,
the idea is sure to emerge during Senate debate
and as the IDEA reform bill moves forward.

But before policymakers embrace the
relatively new McKay program as a national
model for IDEA reform, it is worth taking a closer
look at how McKay is working in practice and
what early lessons that experience offers
policymakers. Further, it is important to consider
how voucherizing special education would
interact with larger IDEA reform issues
identified by multiple analyses as major special
education problems.

This paper analyzes the history and structure
of the McKay program, available information on
participating schools and students, and the likely
impact of vouchers in IDEA. We conclude that
using IDEA reauthorization as subterfuge for
advancing school vouchers is ill considered, both
on its merits and timing. The McKay program in
Florida appears to be functioning exactly as one
would expect a private school choice plan to
work. Unfortunately, while this earns the
program high marks among voucher supporters,
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it gets a low grade as an effective special
education reform. Although IDEA needs
changes to better integrate it with emerging
school choice options in many states, special
education vouchers are a seductively simple
approach. While potentially addressing some
special education problems, these vouchers
will create other problems and increase,
rather than decrease, perverse incentives for
parents and educators in special education.

In addition, vouchers fail to deal with
serious core problems of IDEA that
numerous policy analyses have identified
and that the House IDEA bill, H.R. 1350, takes
steps to address.5 In fact, rather than advance
these reform efforts, special education
vouchers threaten to erode the bipartisan
consensus that has emerged for special
education reform and complicate efforts to
pass a significant reform bill.

Background on McKay Scholarships

Originally created as a pilot program in
Sarasota County, Fla., for the 1999-2000
school year, the McKay Scholarship program
for students with disabilities was expanded
statewide the following year and has since
grown to serve some 8,000 students in 39 of
Florida’s 67 counties in 2002-03.6 Despite
rapid growth in its three-year existence, the
program currently touches only about 2
percent of Florida’s 374,834 special education
students, and comprises roughly 2 percent of
known private school enrollment in the state.7

Under the McKay legislation, any parent
of a child with a disability who is unsatisfied
with the child’s progress may transfer the
child to another public school in the district
or an adjoining district, or request a
scholarship (voucher) to enroll the child in a
private school. 8 Florida provides school
districts additional funding for special
education students based on a “matrix”
amount that reflects the level and cost of
services a student needs. This system makes
it possible to attach special education
funding to individual students and transfer
funding from the district to the students in a
way that is revenue-neutral and provides

larger amounts for students with more severe
needs. For McKay students, the state writes
the parents a check for the matrix amount,
plus the student’s share of per-pupil general
and categorical funds, and the parents sign
the check over to the private school.
Scholarships cannot exceed the cost of tuition
and fees at the private school. In 2002-03,
McKay Scholarship amounts range from
$135 to $21,326. The median scholarship is
$6,808, slightly above the average per-pupil
expenditure for all Florida students of $6,512
but below most cost estimates for average
special education costs.9 The vast majority
of families receiving scholarships supple-
ment this amount; in 2001-02, 83 percent of
McKay Scholarship families paid tuition or
fees above the amount of the scholarship.10

Any child with a disability who has an
individualized education plan (IEP) and has
been enrolled in a Florida public school the
previous year is eligible to receive a
scholarship. To qualify, children must be
admitted to a participating private school, and
parents must inform the local school district
prior to enrolling the child in the private
school.11

Private schools that wish to accept McKay
students must register with the Florida
Department of Education. To be eligible, a
private school must demonstrate fiscal
soundness;12 meet state and local health and
safety codes; employ teachers with at least a
bachelor ’s degree, three years of teaching
experience, or special knowledge and
expertise qualifying them to work with
disabled children; and adhere to published
disciplinary procedures for expelling McKay
students. Further, participating schools may
not discriminate based on race, color, or
national origin, although they may otherwise
accept or reject students as they see fit. While
the law requires participating private schools
to be “academically accountable to the
parents for meeting the educational needs
of the student,” McKay students and their
schools are not required to participate in the
Florida accountability system and parents
waive their rights under IDEA when they
participate in the program.13
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What Conclusions Can We Draw
From the McKay Model?

A national survey of parents of special
education students conducted in 2002 by
Public Agenda and co-sponsored by the
Progressive Policy Institute and the Thomas
B. Fordham Foundation found that a
substantial minority of parents have serious
frustrations and concerns about securing the
services their children need.14 The popularity
of the McKay program also suggests that
there is parental dissatisfaction with the
current system of  special education in
Florida. The sheer number of parents willing
to waive their rights under IDEA is itself a
powerful vote of no confidence in the current
system. Moreover, although critics of the
McKay program have been quick to point out
problems with some private schools McKay
students attend, it is worth noting that, even
when confronted with school closures, most
parents have opted for other private options
rather than returning their children to public
schools.15

Nonetheless, based on what we can
tel l  from early experience with the
McKay program, there are  several
reasons for concern that these vouchers
may exacerbate  problems in special
education. In contrast to advocates’ claims
that the program works best for students
who are hardest to serve (by allowing
them to access special schools designed
to meet  their  unique needs without
obtaining private placements  through
IDEA),  the McKay program primari ly
serves students  whose disabi l i t ies
require less intensive services. In fact,
the program particularly serves students
diagnosed with specif ic  learning dis-
abilities disproportionate to their overall
representation in Florida’s special edu-
cation population. 16 This  suggests  the
program is unlikely to improve—and may
even exacerbate—perverse incentives for
over-identification, which have emerged
as a major issue of concern for the current
reauthorization of IDEA. In addition, the
McKay program’s lack of  public

accountability for student outcomes is
insufficient as a model for federal policy.

Who Is Served?

Roughly 8,000 students, or 2 percent of
special education students in Florida, receive
McKay Scholarships. 17 McKay students also
account for about 2 percent of Florida’s
private school enrollment. Racial and ethnic
composition of McKay recipients is similar
to Florida special education students
generally, although a larger percentage of
McKay students are Hispanic. Forty-nine
percent qualify for free or reduced-price
lunches, compared to forty-four percent of
all students in Florida.18 McKay students are
concentrated in Florida’s seven largest
counties (Broward, Miami-Dade, Duval,
Hillsborough, Orange, Palm Beach, and
Pinellas), which account for 70 percent of
total recipients but only one-half of Florida
special education students. Twenty percent
of McKay students are in Miami-Dade
County alone. It is also worth noting that
these districts have higher percentages of
African American, Hispanic, and
disadvantaged students than the state as a
whole.

The McKay program classifies students
into “matrix” levels that determine
scholarship payments based on the severity
of disability diagnosis and intensity of
services required: About one-half of
recipients are in the first (least severe) level,
one-third in the second, slightly over 10
percent in the third, 5 percent in the fourth,
and 2 percent in the most severe level.
Because Florida no longer uses the same
matrix system to determine payments for
special education students who remain in
public schools, it is difficult to make
comparisons based on matrix levels.19

However, disability diagnosis can provide a
proxy for intensity of services required. More
than one-half (53 percent) of McKay students
are diagnosed with specific learning
disabilities, compared to 45 percent of all
special education students. Only five other
diagnoses—emotionally handicapped, lan-
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guage impaired, educable mentally
handicapped, speech impaired, or other
health impaired—comprise more than 2
percent of McKay students and, combined
with specific learning disabilities, account
for over 90 percent of students in the program.
The appendix at the end of this paper details
participation statistics for the McKay
program.

Supporters of the program argue these
statistics show that McKay participants are
relatively representative of Florida special
education students overall, disproving critics’
concerns that voucher programs will “skim”
the students who are easiest to serve. There
are three problems with this argument,
however.

First, voucher advocates argue that
McKay is an improvement over existing
special education programs because it allows
parents of children with severe, unmet
needs—who often end up attending highly
specialized private schools anyway—to
transfer their children to private schools
without enduring the cumbersome processes
of IDEA or the potential litigation battles
with districts reluctant to provide costly
private placements. Therefore, if the McKay
program is working as proponents argue, its
demographics should not mirror those of
Florida special education students generally,
but the program should see a higher
representation of students with the most
severe needs. Instead, students with severe,
high-cost needs actually participate in
McKay in very small numbers. While 2
percent of all Florida special education
students use McKay Scholarships, less than
1 percent of those who are deaf or hard of
hearing, visually impaired, or profoundly
mentally handicapped receive McKay
benefits.

For the small percentage of special
education students whose severe needs
require private placements, in most cases
McKay is actually a less appealing
alternative than what is already available
through IDEA. Even the most generous
McKay Scholarships of $21,326 do not
approach the price of many high-cost
placements, while IDEA requires school

districts to pay the full costs of private
placements when needed. The process of
obtaining private placements through IDEA
is a complex one; parents often encounter
opposition or make inappropriate claims that
lead to drawn-out legal battles that take a
toll on families and school districts. Yet, this
is an argument for simplifying and improving
the current system of handling IDEA disputes
and private placements, and for specific
policies targeted to the small percentage of
students with severe needs requiring private
placements, rather than simply adding a
universal voucher program to IDEA.

Second, it is also unclear the McKay
program is as representative of disabled
student populations as proponents contend.
Less than 1 percent of students with the most
severe disabilities participate in the McKay
program, in contrast to the overall partici-
pation rate of 2 percent of Florida’s special
education population. At the same time,
students with specific learning disabilities,
who comprise more than one-half of the
program’s enrollment, appear to participate
at a higher rate than the average of all Florida
special education students. Because the
program is new, rapidly growing, and still
serves a relatively small number of students,
these early numbers should be interpreted
with caution. However, because over- and
misidentification of students with specific
learning disabilities is a serious concern in
special education and these students
comprise more than one-half the McKay
population, this is an issue requiring further
attention and monitoring as the program
grows, and is a red flag as policymakers
consider incorporating vouchers into special
education more generally.

Finally, the geographic distribution of
McKay students is a cause for concern.
As with other school choice initiatives,
McKay part ic ipation patterns seem to
indicate that there are substantially more
options available for students in larger
communit ies .  In  terms of  the charter
school and voucher debate, this is less of
a  problem because low-performing
schools are more likely to be found in
urban settings. However, disabilities are
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more randomly distributed and special
education challenges confront schools in
all types of communities.

Access to and Quality of Private Schools

Because private schools participating in
the McKay program are exempt from state
accountability systems, debate about their
quality has largely relied on anecdote.
Supporters highlight students thriving in
special private schools created to serve
disabled students, while detractors focus on
high-profile scandals involving malfeasance
by private school personnel or schools
created specifically to obtain McKay funds.20

Neither characterization accurately repre-
sents the majority of participating private
schools.

Currently 547 schools, about 30 percent
of Florida’s private schools, are registered to
participate in the McKay program, although
only 464 actually enroll McKay students.
While the majority of registered schools are
religious, 40 percent are non-sectarian. More
than one-half of participating schools serve
both elementary and secondary students, 40
percent serve only preschool or elementary,
and a small percentage serves only secondary
students. Not surprisingly, participating
private schools tend to be concentrated in
larger urban districts where, generally,
higher percentages of K-12 age students are
enrolled in private schools. In contrast, 12
smaller counties have no participating
private schools.21

Despite the examples cited by
supporters, most participating private schools
are not “exceptional child education” schools
designed specifically to serve children with
special needs—Florida has only 22 such
schools and McKay Scholarships would
cover only a fraction of the tuition at most of
them.22 And because participating private
schools are not bound by free appropriate
public education (FAPE) and IDEA reporting
and accountability requirements, little
information is available on what kind of
special education services, if any, they
provide. Voucher supporters argue that many
children in the McKay Scholarship program

are able to succeed without the aid of such
services because private schools provide
higher quality instruction, in particular the
use of scientifically  based reading curricula
and smaller class sizes.23 While undocu-
mented, this claim raises serious questions
about the McKay model. Because of the
evidence indicating that special education
over-identification is in part an outgrowth of
curricular and teaching shortcomings in
general education, any special education
reform that is remedial rather than
preventative exacerbates rather than
addresses this problem.

Perverse Incentives

There are serious over-identification
problems with special edication.  This is
especially evident with regard to African-
American students and in subjective
diagnoses such as learning disabilities.24

Research suggests that many students are
placed in special education because
ofinstructional shortcomings rather than
genuine special needs.25 Over-identification
of students with specific learning
disabilities, whose numbers have grown 233
percent  since 1976-77, is a significant cause
of the increase in special education
enrollment from 10.6 percent to 12.3 percent
of students in the past decade and the high,
rising costs of special education.26

Considering the evidence of over-
identification, the negative consequences of
misdiagnosis for students, and the fiscal
consequences for schools and governments,
this problem demands attention and remedy.
It is not clear, however, that voucherizing
special education is an effective or desirable
means of reform.

Supporters argue that offering special
education students vouchers will reduce
over- and misidentification by eliminating
financial incentives for public school districts
to identify children with special needs.
Instead, special education vouchers may
actually exacerbate the over-identification
problem by creating a new incentive for
parents to have children diagnosed with a
disability in order to obtain a voucher. In fact,
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if special education identification led to
funding for private school attendance, it
would be unusual if this did not create an
incentive to participate in special education
in many communities, particularly those with
low-performing public schools. For example,
Washington, D.C., and New York City
currently contend with substantial abuse of
special education by affluent parents. In
addition, there are reports of parents seeking
to have their students diagnosed with
learning disabilities in order to gain
accommodations on the SAT or for other
reasons.27 And, some educators might also
have an incentive to diagnose disruptive or
low-performing students as disabled and
provide them vouchers to transfer to another
school as a way to sidestep accountability
measures or deal with difficult children.

Special education funding systems that
provide schools or districts with additional
funds for special education students on a
per-student or per-diagnosis basis may create
an incentive for educators to over-identify
children to obtain additional funding. A
recent analysis comparing growth in special
education placement across states with
different special education funding systems,
while far from definitive, shed some light on
this phenomenon.28 Because of concerns
about these incentives, the federal
government now allocates special education
funds using an “identification neutral”
formula based on population and poverty
rather than number of students identified for
special education programs. Additionally, 16
states now provide special education funding
to school districts on an identification-
neutral basis as well.

Yet the very identification neutrality that
many special education reform advocates
seek is at odds with the notion of an
individualized special education funding
system through vouchers. Florida’s matrix
system for funding special education is not
identification neutral, but funds school
districts based on the number of students
with disabilities and the severity of
disability. This approach makes attaching
special education funding to individual
children and transferring funds from the

district to a McKay voucher relatively
straightforward. This process would be much
more complicated in an identification-
neutral system. To allocate sufficient funding
to make a special education voucher program
work for a wide range of special education
students, funding would either have to be
increased far beyond any proposals under
consideration, or identification type and
numbers must be taken into account.

Florida is also an unusual model to
address over-identification concerns.
Overall, the 15 percent of Florida students
in special education, is higher than the
national average of roughly 12.8 percent.
And, since 1999-2000, the first year of the
McKay program, the rate at which children
are enrolled in special education has
continued to increase apace with previous
years.29

More fundamentally, while over- and
misidentification is a serious concern,
creating incentives for educators not to
identify students with disabilities is also
troubling. There is evidence that a substantial
number of children who do have disabilities
are not being diagnosed or served, causing
adverse consequences for these students.30

Assuming that the potential fiscal loss from
special education vouchers would reduce the
incentive for educators to identify children
for special education, is creating such an
incentive sound policy? Instead, the goal
pursued through special and general
education policy should be to identify the
right students for special education rather
than simply identifying more or less than we
do now.

Accountability

A key recommendation of the President’s
Commission on Excellence in Special
Education is to increase parental empower-
ment and school choice in special education.
The president’s commission also emphasized
the importance of accountability: “IDEA
should allow state use of federal special
education funds to enable students with
disabilities to attend schools or to access
services of their family’s choosing, provided
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states measure and report outcomes for all
students benefiting from IDEA funds”
[emphasis added]. This is something that
both the McKay program and special
education voucher proposals in Congress
assuredly do not do.31

Schools accepting McKay Scholarships
are not included in Florida’s state
accountability system nor are they required
to assess their students. The McKay law
instead requires participating private schools
to be “academically accountable to the
parents for meeting the educational needs
of the student.” This vague definition of
accountability may reflect the view of many
voucher supporters that only parental
satisfaction matters for educational
accountability; however, it is at odds with the
principles of No Child Left Behind, IDEA,
and most state accountability systems.

There is an emerging consensus about the
importance of accountability in education,
particularly with regard to traditionally
underserved populations.32 If special education
students transfer to private schools not included
in accountability systems, states and schools
need not be embarrassed by evidence that they
are failing to either serve disabled students or
address the difficult task of including them
appropriately in accountability schemes. More
importantly, the reality is that parents of special
needs children should have more, not less,
support in evaluating and accessing educational
options for their children. In fact, many parents
of special needs students feel schools provide
too little information, requiring parents
themselves to become experts on their children’s
conditions and actively advocate to ensure they
get the help they need. A full 70 percent of special
education parents think that too many children
with special needs lose out because their parents
do not know what help their children need or
deserve.33

Conclusion

Aside from conceptual problems with
special education vouchers, the McKay
program, albeit new and offering only
preliminary evidence, nonetheless raises red
flags. It appears that the program is working

very much as we would expect a private
school voucher program to work.
Unfortunately, in important ways, this means
that special education vouchers work at
cross-purposes with efforts to address major
special education problems.

The IDEA, and special education more
generally, has serious shortcomings. Poor student
outcomes, a lack of real accountability for results,
over- and misidentification of students—
particularly minority students, excessive
paperwork, student discipline issues, expanding
and unchecked costs, costly litigation, and a
dearth of qualified teachers plague special
education.34 The U.S. House of Representatives-
passed IDEA bill, H.R. 1350, takes substantial
steps to try to address many of these problems,
all of which raise thorny policy questions and
legitimate competing claims. However, special
education vouchers fail to seriously address any
of these problems and instead are likely to
exacerbate some.

There is abuse of special education
private placements by affluent parents, and
the ability to secure a private placement
appears to be related to parental affluence
and savvy. But rather than working to address
these problems, advocates for special
education vouchers seem to be arguing that
a better policy is to ensure that all parents
should have the same rights to abuse IDEA
to obtain private school tuition as affluent
parents now enjoy. Simultaneously,
proponents argue that special education
vouchers would make public school
administrators less likely to identify students
for special education because of the potential
loss of funds if parents elect to send their
children to private schools. During the past
two IDEA reauthorizations, policymakers
have endeavored to lessen the adversarial
nature of special education decisionmaking
at the school level. It makes no sense to take
steps that would increase rather than
decrease adversity and work against efforts
to curb over-identification.

This does not mean that IDEA does not
need changes to enhance educational choice
for parents. Special education should be
made more “choice-friendly” to take into
account emerging choice options in many
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communities, particularly public charter
schools. Dr. Paul Hill characterized federal
education programs as being like “Ice 9,” the
fictional Kurt Vonnegut element that freezes
everything it encounters.35 This is especially
true with regard to IDEA’s relationship with
most public charter schools and public choice
programs. H.R. 1350 contains several
provisions intended to help public charter
schools deal with these issues.

In addition, initiatives to serve the most
severely disabled students,  who often
need private placements because of the
breadth and intensity of the services they
need,  have real  promise.  The PPI-
Fordham Foundation special education
report  recommended that  the federal
government pay the entire  cost  of
educating the most  severely disabled
students and give their parents the ability

to choose services  uni lateral ly  while
preserving the public obligation to be a
provider of last resort.  Similarly, Rep.
Ron Kind (D-Wis.) and Sen. Patty Murray
(D-Wash.) have both proposed ways to
improve financing at the state level for
students  with high-cost  but  low-
incidence disabilities.36

Congress is taking bipartisan action to
improve special education based on
substantial research and policy analysis.
H.R. 1350 is a solid step toward improving
IDEA, and prospects for reform in the Senate
are encouraging. But conflating the ongoing
debate over school vouchers with special
education reform threatens to imperil or
undermine these efforts. A vigorous debate
about school choice is important, but using
IDEA as the subterfuge for it, while good
politics, makes for lousy policy.

Andrew J. Rotherham is the director and Sara Mead is a policy analyst with
PPI’s 21st Century Schools Project.

For further information about this or any other PPI publications, please call the publications
department at 202/547-0001, write the Progressive Policy Institute, 600 Pennsylvania Ave., S.E., Suite
400, Washington, DC, 20003, or visit PPI’s Web site at http://www.ppionline.org.
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Appendix: Student Demographics of the McKay Scholarship Program

Table I: Percentage of McKay Scholarship and All Special Education Students in Florida
in 6 Most Common Diagnoses. Source: Florida Department of Education data.
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