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Introduction
Wyoming’s future depends on its children, and its children’s future depends 
on a quality education. Despite spending more than almost any other state on 
its public schools, Wyoming’s students consistently rank average in reading, 
math, and other academic indicators when compared to the rest of the country.  

We propose a school-choice program that would allow eligible families to 
individually tailor the education of their children through Education Savings 
Accounts (ESAs).  These savings accounts would give families the freedom 
to pay for a private school, homeschooling, online classes, classes at a 
community college, tutoring, or some combination of all these options—
all while helping them save for the future.  The ESAs would be funded by 
voluntary donations from mining and oil companies in exchange for tax 
credits.  This simple proposal would boost the quality of Wyoming children’s 
education, all while actually saving the State money.  

This four-page memo explains the proposed program, as well as similar 
programs’ success in other states.

Program at a Glance
• Education Savings Accounts for eligible families who choose to opt out of 

the public schools.

• The accounts would be for educational expenses, such as private-
school tuition, tutoring, textbooks, curriculum materials (in the case of 
homeschooling), online learning programs, exam fees for standardized 
tests, educational therapies for disabled students, and/or college tuition 
and expenses. 

• The accounts would be funded by voluntary donations from oil and 
mineral companies, in exchange for dollar-for-dollar tax credits against 
their severance taxes.

• A private Account-Granting Organization (A-GO) would be responsible 
for the administration of this program.  This A-GO would solicit and 



receive the donations, as well as select eligible families for the accounts.  

• Each student account would receive annual contributions of up to 50% of what the State would have 
spent to educate that child in the public school system, resulting in a savings for the State for each 
participating student.

• Amounts not spent in any year would roll over to the following year, allowing families to save for 
college tuition and expenses, trade school, etc.  Any amount remaining in the account by the time the 
students turns age 22 or has graduated from college would revert to the A-GO.
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year the program is a success.  

  

School Choice’s History of Success 
 
Although all parents have a constitutional right to direct their children’s education, many parents lack the 
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The modern school choice movement began in 1989, when the Wisconsin Legislature passed the nation’s 
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programs being passed in the last two years alone.

These programs have been a resounding success.  Parents are in the best position to decide what schooling 
LV�EHVW�IRU�WKHLU�LQGLYLGXDO�FKLOG���&KRLFH�HQFRXUDJHV�SDUHQWV�WR�EH�PRUH�LQYROYHG�LQ�WKHLU�FKLOGUHQ¶V�
education.  In addition, freely chosen schools have greater accountability to parents, and more incentive to 
consistently improve.  This is borne out by empirical research.  

Twelve different studies show that school choice boosts academic outcomes for participating students.i   
School choice also does wonders for parental satisfaction, with multiple studies of different school-choice 
programs consistently showing over 95 percent parent satisfaction with the schools they chose for their 
children.ii   One study of Arizona’s ESA program found 100 percent parent satisfaction.iii  

In fact, everyone wins with school choice, even the children who don’t participate in the program.  
Twenty-two empirical studies show that school-choice programs boost the quality of public schools,iv  
which improve as the result of some good old-fashioned competition.

We expect this proposed program to have the same results.

Eligibility for the Proposed Wyoming Program
Eligibility for the ESA will be determined according to federal guidelines on income.  For example, in 
2014, a family of four whose before-tax income was approximately $83,475 or below would qualify 
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for the program.  This number will change slightly every year as the federal government adjust its 
guidelines on income.  Eligible students must be at least 5 years old and may not attend a public school 
while participating in the program.

Administration of the Program
7KH�SURJUDP�ZRXOG�QRW�EH�DGPLQLVWHUHG�E\�WKH�6WDWH��UDWKHU�E\�RQH�RU�PRUH�$�*2V���7KHVH�QRQSUR¿W�
organizations would solicit donations for the program, as well as select which families should receive 
DFFRXQWV�DQG�KRZ�PXFK�HDFK�DFFRXQW�ZRXOG�UHFHLYH���$�*2V�ZRXOG�SULRULWL]H�¿QDQFLDO�QHHG�LQ�VHOHFWLQJ�
eligible families and could not discriminate based on race, ethnicity, or religion.  An A-GO also could not 
use more than 10 percent of its tax-credited donations on its administrative expenses.

3URJUDP�%HQH¿WV
The ESAs would provide invaluable assistance to children throughout their formative years.  The A-GOs 
will provide an annual contribution to each ESA until the child graduates high school, turns 20 years 
ROG��DWWHQGV�D�SXEOLF�VFKRRO��RU�QR�ORQJHU�PHHWV�WKH�¿QDQFLDO�HOLJLELOLW\�UHTXLUHPHQWV�IRU�WKH�SURJUDP²
ZKLFKHYHU�FRPHV�¿UVW���7KH�(6$�PRQH\�FRXOG�RQO\�EH�XVHG�IRU�TXDOL¿HG�HGXFDWLRQDO�H[SHQVHV��VXFK�DV�
private-school tuition, tutoring, exam fees for standardized tests, textbooks, online learning programs, 
curriculum materials (in the case of homeschooling), educational therapies for disabled students, and/or 
tuition and expenses for a postsecondary institution.  

The students would be able to use the accounts even after high school, but eventually account balances 
will return to the A-GO.  The accounts will close after the student either graduates from a postsecondary 
institution or after any period of four years in which the student is not enrolled in a postsecondary 
institution or in the military.  

Program’s Financial Savings for Wyoming
Importantly, this program would not cost the State any money.  In fact, it would save the State money, 
because A-GOs can give each student’s ESA no more than 50 percent of what the State would spend 
to educate that child at his or her assigned public school, taking into consideration grade level, school 
district, and whether the child is disabled.  In 2011, for instance, Wyoming spent, on average, $15,925v  to 
educate each of its students; 50 percent of this sum is $7,963.  

The bottom line is that for every student who participates in the program, the State will enjoy a 
substantial savings.

Program Funding and Cap
The A-GOs would fund the accounts with donations from mineral and oil companies, given in exchange 
for dollar-to-dollar tax credits against their owed severance tax.  
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$5 million.  This is only a tiny fraction of the severance tax that businesses pay every year.  In Fiscal Year 
2011, for instance, the State collected $955 million in severance taxes.vi   Although $5 million may seem 
like a small sum, it would have a great impact.  Five million dollars is enough to fund over 600 ESAs, 
even taking into account administrative expenses, which would result in millions of dollars of savings to 
WKH�6WDWH���7KLV�LV�D�ELJ�VWHS�IRU�D�SURJUDP¶V�¿UVW�\HDU�LQ�D�6WDWH�WKDW�RQO\�KDV��������VWXGHQWV�vii 

7KH�WD[�FUHGLWV�ZRXOG�EH�DYDLODEOH�RQ�D�¿UVW�FRPH��¿UVW�VHUYHG�EDVLV���7KHUH�ZRXOG�EH�QR�DGGLWLRQDO�FDSV�
on an individual company’s contribution.  This means that the entire program could be funded by just one 
company, or by multiple companies.

The program would also have room for expansion.  Every year that 90 percent of the tax-credit cap is 
reached, the program would automatically allow a small incremental increase in this cap.  In addition, 
if individuals or companies wish to donate to the program without receiving a tax credit, they would of 
course, be free to do so.  

Conclusion
Help us empower the parents of Wyoming.  By doing so, parents will become more engaged in their 
children’s education, and outcomes will improve.  Give Wyoming’s families school choice.

Questions?  Please feel free to contact us. 
0HUHGLWK�$GDPV��%RDUG�&KDLUSHUVRQ��(G3UHI�:\RPLQJ 
Phone: (307) 203-7499  
Email: meredithadams@edpref.org 

Erica Smith, Attorney, Institute for Justice 
Phone: (703) 682-9320 
Email: esmith@ij.org
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