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How School Vouchers Hurt  
Rural Communities 
Public schools are the foundations of rural communities. They provide the community space where neighbors gather, 
the local entertainment on Friday nights, and the support services families rely on. Public schools even fuel rural 
communities’ economies, since they are often the main employers in town. Nearly 1 in 5 students in the US attend a 
rural school, and across the country more than 27,000 rural schools educate 9.8 million students every year. However, 
the rise of school voucher programs, which provide public funding for students to attend private school, poses a 
significant threat to rural schools, students, and communities. 

Here’s why.
1.	 Rural schools stand to lose the most state funding when school voucher programs are implemented.

a.	 School voucher programs can force the state to decrease funding for school districts
I.	 �Rural school districts rely heavily on funding from the state, since their lower population 

densities mean they raise less money through local taxes. This is especially true for low-
income rural areas. 

II.	 �In many states most of the students using vouchers were previously homeschooled or 
attended private school, meaning that the state didn’t pay for their education. These 
students represent a new cost the state must fit into its existing budget.

III.	 �To do so, the state may have to cut back on the amount of funds it sends to school districts. 
Since rural school districts rely more on state funding, any reduction in state funding 
for education will affect them more. 

b.	� In addition to this reduction in state funding, when a student uses a voucher, their public school 
loses the per-student funding it would have received from the state to educate them. Since student 
bodies in rural areas tend to be smaller, this cut has a larger impact on rural schools’ budgets.

In Kentucky, one study estimated that eight rural school districts would have to cut their budgets by 20% 
if the state implemented a school voucher program. The two largest urban school districts would have their 
budgets cut by less than half that.

https://www.brookings.edu/articles/rural-resistance-to-statewide-school-vouchers/
https://www.tennessean.com/story/opinion/contributors/2024/02/28/tennessee-school-vouchers-rural-children-lose-out-expansion/72703487007/
https://www.edweek.org/education/nearly-one-in-five-u-s-students-attend-rural-schools-heres-what-you-should-know-about-them/2019/11
https://www.edweek.org/education/nearly-one-in-five-u-s-students-attend-rural-schools-heres-what-you-should-know-about-them/2019/11
https://www.nsba.org/ASBJ/2023/december/research
https://www.okruralschools.org/vouchers
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/research-on-school-vouchers-suggests-concerns-ahead-for-education-savings-accounts/
https://kypolicy.org/the-impact-of-diverting-public-money-to-private-school-vouchers-in-kentucky/
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED615774.pdf
https://kypolicy.org/the-impact-of-diverting-public-money-to-private-school-vouchers-in-kentucky/
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What does this mean for students? 

Rural schools may be forced to cut enrichment programs, such as extracurriculars, and community 
events. This is because schools still have fixed costs, such as transportation, building maintenance, and 
administrative staff, that remain the same regardless of enrollment. In fact, some of these costs are higher 
in rural areas due to their small and dispersed populations. To cover these fixed costs, schools may have 
to cut things like sports, art & music classes, afterschool programs, and school-sponsored family events. If 
enough students leave public schools, this could even mean cutting staff. This results in a less enriching, 
less engaging, and lower-quality education for students. Alternatively, districts may be forced to increase 
property taxes to make up for any lost state funding due to vouchers. This means a larger tax burden on 
residents even if they don’t use school vouchers. 

As one rural educator noted: “If we lose five or 10 students, that’s {equivalent to} a teacher salary. But we can’t 
afford to have one less teacher, so now we’re cutting academic programs, we’re cutting sports, we’re cutting the 
things that this community relies on.”

2.	� �Fewer private schools exist in rural communities, making it hard if not impossible for rural families 
to use school vouchers.

a.	� Only 34% of rural students have a private school within five miles of them, compared with 92% of 
urban students. 

b.	� In Tennessee, 42% of rural school districts have no private schools at all. 

c.	� The private schools that do exist in rural areas are often few and far between, meaning rural 
students must travel long distances to attend them. This extra travel time can put a strain on 
families or make attending these schools simply unfeasible. 

d.	� Furthermore, just because voucher programs exist does not mean private schools have to admit all 
students using them. There is no guarantee that the few private schools in rural areas will accept 
students using vouchers.

e.	� Additionally, if voucher programs are implemented, it is unlikely that more private schools would 
open in rural areas since these communities often have fewer students overall. 

What does this mean for students?

The lack of private schools in rural areas means that families in rural communities may not be able to use a 
school voucher, even though their taxes help fund them.

Vouchers do not serve rural communities; instead they drain much-needed funds without expanding educational op-
tions for students. As one educator put it, “Our public school system is our town...[Vouchers] would create all types of 
division — a racial divide, a social status divide, monetary divide as well as academic and extracurricular division.” 
Tell your legislator to oppose school vouchers. For more information, visit edtrust.org/vouchers.

https://www.edweek.org/policy-politics/how-private-school-choice-complicates-public-school-budgets/2024/09
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/us-news/rural-texas-resistance-gop-private-school-choice-voucher-rcna75775
https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2017/03/es_20170330_chingos_evidence_speaks.pdf
https://www.tennessean.com/story/opinion/contributors/2024/02/28/tennessee-school-vouchers-rural-children-lose-out-expansion/72703487007/
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED615774.pdf
https://www.texastribune.org/2023/11/17/texas-school-vouchers-rural-republicans-gary-vandeaver/
http://edtrust.org/vouchers

