
Myths about
 School Choice

In prior legislative sessions, state lawmakers have introduced legislation titled the Student
Empowerment Act. Under this bill parents would be able to apply for Education Savings Accounts
(ESAs), which would be administered and operated by the State Treasurer, for their children. Any
child who receives free/reduced lunch or who is considered “at-risk” would qualify for the program.
Each account would receive a stipend, up to the BASE per-pupil state aid, which could be used for a
variety of expenses including private school tuition.

The KASB 2022 State Resolution states that “We oppose ‘school choice’ programs which divert
public funding to schools which are not required to serve disadvantaged and disabled students with
the greatest need.”

This report DOES NOT ascertain whether public or private schools are better than their
counterparts. Rather, it provides evidence as to why ESAs would not provide equal opportunities to
all recipients AND a comparison of free/reduced lunch state assessment scores.

Key Takeaways
 Private high schools can be expensive. Even with access to an ESA, many families would still

have to pay out-of-pocket to send their children to a private school. Most students who would
gain ‘choice’ would be those from more economically affluent households.
Private schools do not have to accept all students. If a student is struggling in their public school,
they can be denied admission to a private high school. 
Many proponents of ESAs argue that private schools outperform public schools on state
assessments. However, in most cities across Kansas, free/reduced lunch students at public schools
have performed as well, if not better than their private school counterparts at least once over the
last five years.



This number was obtained by finding the average advertised tuition for the 16 accredited private
schools in this analysis (except for Accelerated Schools and Life Preparatory Academy who did
not advertise tuition). 
Families using vouchers would likely not be parishioners of the church/diocese to which the
private high school belongs. Thus, students would not qualify for all the available
scholarships/tuition reductions. Families could still apply for financial aid. 
Tuition does not include application/registration fees to attend the private school. These fees can
range from several hundred to over $1,500. 
For the 2022-23 school year, BASE aid was approved at $4,846. This accounts for just over half of
the cost of an accredited private high school tuition. Even with financial assistance, many families
would still have to pay out of pocket to afford the tuition and fees.
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Private/Public High School Comparison

In this analysis, we examined how public and private high schools compare at the city-level. This
analysis is done under the assumption that if a family were to receive a voucher, they would use it to
attend their local private school. To accomplish this, Kansas State Board of Education accredited
private high schools are compared to area public high schools in Topeka, Kansas City, Atchison,
Salina, Beloit, Junction City, Hays, Pittsburg, Wichita, and Hutchinson. 

As free/reduced lunch students would be the primary benefactors of ESAs, the analysis focuses on
high school state assessment scores in Math and English Language Arts for free/reduced lunch
students. Thus, free/reduced lunch students in public schools are being compared to free/reduced
lunch students in private schools. Additionally, the report also looks at other factors such as tuition
costs, admission policies, and percent population free and reduced lunch.

 
Findings

1) The average cost of tuition at an accredited private high school is about $9,111 per
year.

2) Accredited private high schools can set academic restrictions for acceptance and
can expel struggling students.

Several private high schools explicitly state in their handbooks that students must have a specified
GPA, be in good standing, and be on track to graduate to be admitted to their school.

Certain ‘at-risk’ students hoping to attend their local private school could be denied
admission.

Furthermore, several private high schools state in their handbooks that students who remain on
academic probation for two consecutive semesters will not be permitted to re-enroll.
Private schools that can set minimum academic standards for admission/continued enrollment
will naturally score higher on tests/assessments.
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3) In 8 of 10 cities, the local accredited private high school(s) had a disproportionately
low percentage of free/reduced lunch students compared to the communities in
which they reside.

The lowest private school percentage for free/reduced lunch students is 0% (St. Thomas, St.
James, Accelerated Schools and Maur Hill). The highest is 47.3% (Life Preparatory Academy). 
The lowest public-school percentage for free/reduced lunch students is 6.8% (Blue Valley). The
highest is 82.3 (Kansas City Public Schools).

4) In 2021, public high schools performed better than accredited private high schools in
4 of 10 cities (Topeka, Kansas City, Atchison, Beloit) based on the percentage of
free/reduced lunch students at levels 3 and 4 on the math state assessment. *

Since 2017, public schools performed as well, if not slightly better than private schools at least
once in 7 of 10 cities on this measure.

5) In 2021, public high schools performed better than accredited private high schools
in 4 of 10 cities (Topeka, Kansas City, Atchison, Pittsburg) based on the percentage of
free/reduced lunch students at levels 3 and 4 on the ELA state assessment. * 

Since 2017, public schools performed as well, if not slightly better than private schools at least
once in 7 of 10 cities on this measure.

* In 8 of the 10 cities, FERPA prevents free/reduced lunch data from being published by KSDE. In these cities, the average for the
diocese to which the private school belongs is used. Consequently, this may cause scores to be higher/lower than they may be at
the building level.



 
  District

  

 
  Total Enrollment

  

 
  Percent Free and

Reduced Lunch
  

 
  Hayden

  

 
  335

  

 
  9.3%

  

 
  Seaman

  

 
  3,859

  

 
  32.6%

  

 
  Topeka Public Schools

  

 
  12,501

  

 
  66.7%

  

 
  Washburn Rural

  

 
  6,087

  

 
  29.3%

  

 
  Shawnee Heights

  

 
  3,782

  

 
  32.2%

  

 
  KC Catholic Diocese

  

 
  12,686

  

 
  12.6%

  

4

In the following pages of this document, you can view tables and graphs sharing the results for each
city. In each graph, the horizontal axis (x-axis) represents the school year when the state assessment
was administered. The vertical axis (y-axis) represents the percentage of free/reduced lunch students
testing at levels 3 and 4 on the specific state assessment. Each school district is represented by a
different color. 

Regional Comparisons

Topeka Area
In Topeka, Hayden Catholic High School is the only accredited private high school in the city. 
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  District

  

 
  Total Enrollment

  

 
  Percent Free and

Reduced Lunch
  

  St. Thomas 
   880  

   0%  

St. James    857  
   0%  

Shawnee Mission    26,278  
   34.2%  

Blue Valley    22,869  
   6.8%  

  Olathe 
   28,947  

   24.4%  

   De Soto  
   7,340  

   10.2%  

   Gardner Edgerton  
   5,783  

   28.3%  

   Basehor-Linwood  
   2,923  

   11.2%  

   Bonner Springs  
   2,528  

   48.4%  

   Piper - KC  
   2,512  

   16.4%  

   Turner - KC  
   3,904  

   68.2%  

   Kansas City Public Schools  
   21,335  

   82.3%  

   Bishop Miege  
   667  

   0%  

   Bishop Ward  
   308  

   40.9%  

   Accelerated   
   49  

   0%  

   KC Catholic Diocese  
   12,686  

   12.6%  
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Kansas City Area
In Kansas City, there are five accredited private high schools. The Kansas City Diocese oversee four
of these high schools (St. Thomas Aquinas, St. James Academy, Bishop Ward, Bishop Miege) while
the Accelerated Schools operate one (Accelerated High). Of these five private high schools, four of
them cannot report free & reduced test scores; only Bishop Ward can report scores.
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   District 
   Total Enrollment  

 
  Percent Free and

Reduced Lunch
  

   Maur Hill  
   162  

   0%  

   Atchison  
   491  

   34.8%  

   KC Catholic Diocese  
   12,686  

   12.6%  

8

Atchison Area
In Atchison, the local private school Maur Hill Mount Academy does not have enough free and
reduced lunch students to report state test scores. Therefore, the Kansas City Diocese average is used
for the comparison. 



   District 
   Total Enrollment  

 
  Percent Free and

Reduced Lunch
  

   Sacred Heart  
   178  

   26.4%  

   Salina  
   6,949  

   58.4%  

   Salina Catholic Diocese  
   1,955  

   17.4%  

Salina Area
In Salina, the local private high school Sacred Heart High School does not have enough free and
reduced lunch students to report state test scores. Therefore, the Salina Catholic Diocese average is
used for the comparison.
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   District 
   Total Enrollment  

 
  Percent Free and

Reduced Lunch
  

   St. John  
   89  

   51.7%  

   Beloit  
   812  

   37.7%  

   Salina Catholic Diocese  
   1,955  

   17.4%  

Beloit Area
In Beloit, the local private high school St. John does not have enough free and reduced lunch
students to report state test scores. Therefore, the Salina Catholic Diocese average is used for the
comparison.
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   District 
   Total Enrollment  

 
  Percent Free and

Reduced Lunch
  

   St. Xavier  
   97  

   17.5%  

   Geary County  
   6,999  

   47.6%  

   Salina Catholic Diocese  
   1,955  

   17.4%  
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Junction City Area
In Junction City, the local private high school St. Xavier does not have enough free and reduced
lunch students to report state test scores. Therefore, the Salina Catholic Diocese average is used for
the comparison.
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   District 
   Total Enrollment  

 
  Percent Free and

Reduced Lunch
  

Thomas
  More 270 8.5

Hays 3213 38.4

Salina Diocese 1955 17.4

Hays Area
In Hays, the local private high school Thomas More Prep-Marian only had free and reduced test
scores available for the 2020-21 school year. Therefore, the Salina Catholic Diocese average is also
included in the comparison. 
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   District 
   Total Enrollment  

 
  Percent Free and

Reduced Lunch
  

   St. Mary’s Colgan  
   200  

   16%  

   Pittsburg  
   3306  

   65.2%  

   Frontenac  
   940  

   32.9%  

Wichita Diocese 8917 23.5

Pittsburg Area
In Pittsburg, the local private high school St. Mary’s Colgan does not have enough free and reduced
lunch student to report test scores. Therefore, the Salina Catholic Diocese average is used in the
comparison.
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Wichita Area
 In Wichita, there are three private high schools. The Wichita Catholic Diocese oversee Bishop Carrol
and Kapaun Mt. Carmel while Life Preparatory Academy oversees its own high school. 

 
  District

  

 
  Total Enrollment

  

 
  Percent Free and

Reduced Lunch
  

   Bishop Carrol  
   1,177  

   20.8%  

   Kapaun Mt. Carmel  
   907  

   15.8%  

   Life Preparatory Academy  
   400  

   47.3%  

   Wichita Public Schools  
   46,701  

   73.3%  

   Valley Center  
   3,087  

   35.4%  

   Maize  
   7,922  

   18%  

   Haysville  
   5,702  

   50.1%  

   Circle  
   1,987  

   28.3%  

   Andover  
   8,824  

   7.7%  

   Derby  
   7,211  

   43.5%  

   Rose Hill  
   1,642  

   24.5%  

   Wichita Catholic Diocese  
   8,917  

   23.5%  
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  District

  

 
  Total Enrollment

  

 
  Percent Free and

Reduced Lunch
  

   Trinity  
   142  

   16.9%  

   Hutchinson  
   3,213  

   65.1%  

   Wichita Catholic Diocese  
   1,955  

   23.5%  

Hutchinson Area

In Hutchinson, the local private high school Trinity Catholic High does not have enough free and
reduced lunch students to report scores. Therefore, the Wichita Catholic Diocese average is used in
the comparison.
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