
Private School Vouchers Are Especially Harmful 
to Rural Communities

All Idaho students, including the thousands residing in rural areas, deserve well-funded public schools. 
The state must reject private school voucher programs, which harm local public schools at the heart of 
rural communities. 
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Idaho’s public education system is already underfunded. 
Education Law Center’s 2023 Making the Grade report 
on school finance in the United States ranks Idaho last 
in overall funding level, with per pupil funding almost 
$5,595 below the national average.1 An Idaho Center 
for Fiscal Policy analysis found that the state’s general 
fund support for public schools was lower in 2022 than 
in 2002.2  

Voucher programs exacerbate this underfunding by 
diverting limited public dollars to private education 
and by decreasing enrollment in public schools, 
leading to reduced funding.

While the negative financial consequences of voucher 
programs are felt statewide, rural communities are 
hit especially hard. Rural school districts already 
face unique strains because they have fewer students 
and resources and cannot take advantage of the same 
economies of scale as larger school districts.3 These 
factors make it difficult to support fixed costs that do not 
meaningfully change with reduced student enrollment, 
such as facilities maintenance and transportation.4 

When rural schools are left with fewer resources due 
to voucher programs, and their fixed costs remain the 
same, the challenge of providing quality instruction and 
services increases.5  

This revenue loss also brings the threat of school 
closures, which pose hardships to students, such as long 
bus rides to schools outside their communities6 and 
negative short-term impacts on academic performance,7 
and to residents who rely heavily on public schools for 
employment and healthcare and nutrition, as well as a 
gathering place for civic and social engagement.8

Vouchers do not provide school “choice” for most 
rural students. In Indiana, for example, rural students 
largely do not participate in voucher programs due 
to the inaccessibility of private schools.9 Similarly, a 
recent analysis found that few students living in rural 
communities in Iowa are likely to participate in the 
state’s education savings account voucher program, as 
41 of the state’s 99 counties do not have a private school, 
and 23 counties only have one.10

The Center found that nearly half of all counties in Idaho 
(20) do not contain a single private school, and only 22 
percent of Idaho’s 121 private schools are in rural towns. 
Furthermore, rural towns in Idaho that do have a private 
school usually only have one.11  The majority of the 
state’s private schools are in Ada County, where Idaho’s 
most populous city of Boise is located. See map. 

Because private schools are concentrated in urban 
communities, a voucher program would divert rural 
tax dollars to subsidize payouts to private schools in 
Idaho counties that contain urban areas.



Ada
Adams
Bannock
Bear Lake
Benewah
Bingham
Blaine
Boise
Bonner
Bonneville
Boundary
Butte
Camas
Canyon
Caribou
Cassia
Clark
Clearwater
Cluster
Elmore
Franklin
Fremont
Gem
Gooding
Idaho
Jefferson
Jerome
Kootenai
Latah
Lemhi
Lewis
Lincoln
Madison
Minidoka
Nez Perce
Oneida
Owyhee
Payette
Power
Shoshone
Teton
Twin Falls
Valley
Washington

36
0
5
0
1
1
3
1
8
6
2
0
0

10
0
0
0
0
0
2
0
0
3
0
2
0
1

13
4
0
1
0
1
1
5
0
1
2
0
1
3
9
3
0

101 36

Urban County*

*The U.S. Census Bureau 
qualifies urban areas as 
territories that encompass 
at least 2,000 housing units 
or have a population of at 
least 5,000.
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