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Each year, the U.S. Department of Education (ED) 
distributes billions in taxpayer dollars to sup-

port the education of children for whom the federal 
government has a special responsibility. This group 
of federally connected children is the focus of the 
Department of Education’s Impact Aid program. 
Federally connected students, who number near-
ly 800,000, are primarily the children of military 
families, but some are children living on tribal lands 
and children of civilians who live or work on federal 
property such as military bases or national parks. 
Additionally, the federal government supports the 
education of military children by operating a system 
of base schools known as Department of Defense Ele-
mentary and Secondary Schools (DDESS) through a 
branch of the Department of Defense (DOD).

Although many aspects of military life have been 
modernized over the past century, the way in which 
the federal government supports the education of 
federally connected children has failed to keep pace 
with new education delivery models. Children of 
military families continue to be assigned to schools 
that may or may not meet their learning needs, con-
signing them to nearby district schools that are clos-
est to their parents’ duty station. The federal gov-
ernment’s unique involvement with the education of 

federally connected children puts the onus on Con-
gress to reform Impact Aid to ensure that it meets 
the needs of military-connected children and chil-
dren who are otherwise federally connected.

This Issue Brief considers specific reforms for 
modernizing the Impact Aid program, transition-
ing it from a district-centric system to a student-
centered program that provides eligible students 
with education savings accounts (ESAs). Within the 
existing system of DDESS schools and Impact Aid 
reimbursements, three student groups are eligible 
for enough funds to create robust ESAs through 
changes in federal policy: children living in “heavily 
impacted” districts, children from tribal lands, and 
children attending DDESS schools on base. In addi-
tion to changes in federal policy, state policymakers 
should also establish ESAs for military-connected 
children residing in their state.

Lack of Existing Education Options 
for Military-Connected Children and 
Children from Tribal Lands

According to a recent survey conducted and pub-
lished by Military Times, 35 percent of respondents 
said that dissatisfaction with their child’s education 
was a “significant factor” in their decision to remain 
in or leave military service.1 The Pentagon’s chang-
es to policy in 2016 enabling families to remain at 
duty stations for longer time periods was a direct 
response “to complaints by military parents who 
are loathe to move if the next duty station has poorly 
performing schools.”2 Those complaints may stem 
from the fact that military-connected children are 
too often assigned to the district schools closest to 
military bases.
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TABLE 1

Military Presence and Private School Choice Options 

* States are counted as having private school choice if they have either a tuition tax credit scholarship program, an education savings account 
option, or a voucher program in place. Personal-use tax credits alone do not count as a private school choice program in this analysis.
SOURCES: EdChoice, The ABCs of School Choice, 2017 Edition, https://www.edchoice.org/research/the-abcs-of-school-choice/ (accessed May 30, 
2017). Active-duty military fi gures: Governing Magazine, “Military Active-Duty Personnel, Civilians by State,” http://www.governing.com/gov-data/
military-civilian-active-duty-employee-workforce-numbers-by-state.html (accessed May 28, 2017). Figures on bases: Wikipedia, “List of United 
States Military Bases,” https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_United_States_military_bases (accessed May 28, 2017).
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State
Military 

Bases

Active-Duty 
Military 

Personnel

Private 
School 

Choice*

Alabama 4 8,732 Yes

Alaska 9 19,436 No

Arizona 4 17,916 Yes

Arkansas 4 4,106 Yes

California 50 132,827 No

Colorado 7 35,114 No

Connecticut 4 4,603 No

Delaware 3 3,350 No

Washington, DC 6 9,841 Yes

Florida 37 57,807 Yes

Georgia 13 61,288 Yes

Hawaii 15 40,034 No

Idaho 4 3,336 No

Illinois 6 19,182 No

Indiana 6 950 Yes

Iowa 3 263 Yes

Kansas 8 22,673 Yes

Kentucky 4 33,129 No

Louisiana 9 15,967 Yes

Maine 11 758 Yes

Maryland 16 30,382 Yes

Massachusetts 16 3,606 No

Michigan 20 2,160 No

Minnesota 1 649 No

Mississippi 10 9,568 Yes

Missouri 3 14,942 No

State
Military 

Bases

Active-Duty 
Military 

Personnel

Private 
School 

Choice*

Montana 2 3,325 Yes

Nebraska 2 6,207 No

Nevada 3 10,295 Yes

New Hampshire 1 834 Yes

New Jersey 15 7,519 No

New Mexico 5 12,054 No

New York 16 21,496 No

North Carolina 20 106,262 Yes

North Dakota 3 7,050 No

Ohio 10 6,591 Yes

Oklahoma 6 18,729 Yes

Oregon 10 1,535 No

Pennsylvania 9 2,661 Yes

Rhode Island 7 3,052 Yes

South Carolina 8 31,984 Yes

South Dakota 2 3,195 Yes

Tennessee 5 2,189 Yes

Texas 26 118,952 No

Utah 4 4,091 Yes

Vermont 2 156 Yes

Virginia 27 91,134 Yes

Washington 16 46,378 No

West Virginia 2 258 No

Wisconsin 8 968 Yes

Wyoming 2 3,089 No
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Some 80 percent of the 1.2 million military-connect-
ed children who are school age attend traditional pub-
lic schools, and more than half of active-duty military 
families live in states with no school choice options at 
all. Even those who are stationed in states with school 
choice programs are all too often limited by program 
eligibility. Lack of access to educational options also 
affects tribal communities. As Politico reported late 
in 2015, children from tribal lands are consistently 
trapped in the worst schools in the nation.3

School Choice Through Federal Policy
The federal government’s exclusive responsibility 

and mandate to oversee national defense extends to 
military-related issues that impact education. The 
federal government also has a special responsibility 
toward children living on tribal lands and other fed-
erally connected children. While education is not an 
enumerated power of the federal government in the 
U.S. Constitution, in these two instances, the edu-
cation of federally connected children has a special 
place as a ED program. Because it pertains to chil-
dren of Native Americans and children of members 
of the armed services, Impact Aid is one of the few 
federal programs dealing with education that has 
constitutional warrant. As such, federal policymak-
ers should work to modernize the way Impact Aid 
dollars are distributed. Instead of disbursing dol-
lars to school districts to which children are then 
assigned, Congress should enable families to access 
funds in the form of flexible ESAs.

Education Savings Accounts. One of the most 
promising ways to advance school choice is through 
ESAs. ESAs are parent-controlled accounts funded 
with a portion of what would have been spent on their 
child in the district school system. Parents can then 
use their ESA funds to pay for any education-related 
service, product, or provider, including private school 
tuition, online learning courses, private tutoring, spe-
cial education services and therapies, textbooks, cur-
ricula, and a host of other education options. Impor-
tantly, unused funds can also be rolled over from year 
to year. Extending this concept to the distribution of 
Impact Aid dollars, thereby empowering parents with 

1.	 Jim Cowen and Marcus S. Lingenfelter, “The Stealth Factor in Military Readiness,” The Hill, February 27, 2017,  
http://thehill.com/blogs/congress-blog/education/321321-the-stealth-factor-in-military-readiness (accessed May 25, 2017).

2.	 Ibid.

3.	 Maggie Severns, “How Washington Created Some of the Worst Schools in America,” Politico, November 25, 2015,  
http://www.politico.com/story/2015/11/how-washington-created-the-worst-schools-in-america-215774 (accessed August 3, 2017).

District State

Annette Islands School Dist. AK

Ft. Huachuca Accommodation Schools AZ

El Paso County School Dist. 8 CO

Camden County Board of Education GA

Liberty County Board of Education GA

North Chicago School Dist. 187 IL

Ft. Leavenworth Unifi ed School Dist. 207 KS

Geary County Unifi ed School Dist. 474 KS

Knob Noster R–VIII School Dist. 051–155 MO

Waynesville R–VI School Dist. 085–046 MO

Grand Forks AFB School Dist. 140 ND

Minot Air Force Base School Dist. 160 ND

North Hanover Twp. Board of Education NJ

Andes Central School Dist. 11–1 SD

Bennett County School Dist. 3–1 SD

Douglas School Dist. 51–1 SD

McIntosh Independent School Dist. 15–1 SD

South Central School Dist. 26–5 SD

Timber Lake School Dist. 20–3 SD

Wagner Community School Dist. 11–4 SD

Copperas Cove Independent School Dist. TX

Ft. Sam Houston Ind. School Dist. TX

Killeen Independent School Dist. TX

Lackland Independent School Dist. TX

Randolph Field Independent School Dist. TX

Central Kitsap School Dist. 401 WA

TABLE 2

Heavily Impacted Districts

SOURCE: Congressional Research Service, “Impact Aid, 
Title VIII of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act: 
A Primer,” https://www.everycrsreport.com/fi les/20151008_
R44221_c9fe539a87e6193ada218993486b13f9b855138d.pdf 
(accessed July 28, 2017).
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control over the funds that are spent on their child, 
would create educational choice for federally con-
nected children across the country, modernizing the 
Impact Aid program to better serve families.

Population of Federally Connected 
Students

Nearly 800,000 children in the United States are 
designated as federally connected students, and are 
the focus of the $1.3 billion federal Impact Aid pro-
gram. Within this group, the ED directs funding 
to the areas and student groups based on a formu-
la that considers local per pupil expenditures and 
local dependence on Impact Aid funding as well as 
the number and type of federally connected chil-
dren present.

All Impact Aid dollars should be made portable, 
following children to education options of choice. 
However, due to the complexity of the formula used 
to allocate Impact Aid funding and to the diverse 
needs of local areas, some student groups—such 
as children from tribal lands and children in heav-
ily impacted districts—generate the bulk of funding 
under the Impact Aid program, while other student 
groups generate a small amount of Impact Aid fund-
ing at the per-pupil level.

Three Primary Student Groups That 
Would Benefit from Modernizing Impact 
Aid

Within the existing system of DDESS schools and 
Impact Aid reimbursements, three student groups 
generate enough funds to create robust education 

savings accounts through changes to federal policy: 
children living in heavily impacted districts, chil-
dren living on tribal lands, and children attending 
DDESS schools on base.

Children Attending Schools in Heavily 
Impacted Districts. During the 2016–2017 school 
year, nearly 59,000 students were educated in heav-
ily impacted districts. Average per pupil Impact Aid 
funding per student attending a district school with-
in a heavily impacted district exceeded $4,500 dur-
ing the most recent school year. 

Native American Children Living on Tribal 
Lands. More than 112,000 Native American chil-
dren live on tribal lands and qualify for Impact Aid 
funding, the average per pupil amount of which 
exceeded $5,500 according to the most recent data 
available.

These two groups of students account for near-
ly $900 million of the $1.3 billion in total annual 
Impact Aid spending—roughly 70 percent. Taking 
the aggregate amount spent per group and estab-
lishing an average set per pupil allocation creates 
the baseline ESA amount that would be available to 
every student if his family chose to enter the ESA 
program.

Children Attending Department of Defense 
Domestic Dependent Elementary and Second-
ary Education Schools (DDESS). Nearly 26,000 
students attend schools located on the base on which 
their family is stationed. However, the DOD is active-
ly considering whether it should continue to operate 
a domestic school system or if a better alternative 
exists to provide quality education in a more cost-

Number of Students ESA Value*

Department of Defense Base Schools and Special Arrangements 25,911 $16,483 

Tribal Lands 112,903 $5,546 

Heavily Impacted Districts 58,788 $4,554 

TABLE 3

Prospective ESA Value by Student Eligibility

* Assuming 100 percent of funds.
SOURCES:
• RAND National Security Research Division, Goldman et al., “Options for Education Students Attending Department of Defense Schools in the 
United States,” 2016, http://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR855.html (accessed July 28, 2017). 
• U.S. Department of Education, “Impact Aid: Fiscal Year 2017 Budget Request,” https://www2.ed.gov/about/overview/budget/budget17/
justifi cations/b-impactaid.pdf (accessed July 28, 2017). 
• Heavily Impacted Districts: Ibid.
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effective way.4 Overall, the DOD operates 57 DDESS 
schools on 15 bases in the contiguous United States, 
with average per pupil costs exceeding an estimated 
$16,000 per year.5

Recommendations for Federal 
Policymakers

In order to expand the education options available 
to the children of members of the armed services and 
other federally connected children, federal policy-
makers should:

nn Transition Impact Aid funding for heavily 
impacted districts into ESAs. Instead of filter-
ing the $1.3 billion in federal Impact Aid funding 
to district schools and then assigning students to 
those schools based on where their parents are 
stationed, Impact Aid dollars should be directed 
to eligible students. All Impact Aid dollars for 
military-connected children in heavily impact-
ed districts should go directly into a parent-con-
trolled ESA, which the family could then use to 
pay for any education-related service, product, 
or provider that meets the specific needs of their 
child.

nn Transition Impact Aid funding for children 
from tribal lands into ESAs. All Impact Aid 
money funding Native American children on trib-
al lands should be made available to parents in the 
form of ESAs. Families should be able to choose 
to access their Impact Aid funding in the form of 
an ESA, enabling them to choose learning options 
that work best for their children.

nn Transition the DDESS system into a system 
of ESAs for military families. Rather than 
maintaining DDESS schools on military bases at 
great expense, the DOD should transition fund-
ing for DDESS schools into parent-controlled 
ESAs. Given the high average per-pupil expendi-
ture at DDESS schools, the DOD could transition 
part of its current spending into flexible, parent-
controlled accounts and use any savings to direct 
funds back to national defense priorities.

States with Heavily Impacted
Districts or DDESS Schools

Average 
Private 
School 
Tuition

Alabama-DDESS $6,789 

Alaska-Heavily Impacted $6,797 

Arizona-Heavily Impacted $10,734 

Colorado-Heavily Impacted $10,416 

Delaware-DDESS $10,242 

Georgia-DDESS and Heavily Impacted $10,091 

Illinios-Heavily Impacted $7,719 

Kansas-Heavily Impacted $8,809 

Kentucky-DDESS $5,986 

Massachusetts-DDESS $19,940 

Missouri-Heavily Impacted $9,320 

New Jersey-Heavily Impacted $13,222 

New York-DDESS $15,765 

North Carolina-DDESS $8,937 

North Dakota-Heavily Impacted $2,763 

South Carolina-DDESS $7,372 

South Dakota-Heavily Impacted $2,972*

Tennessee-DDESS $9,174 

Texas-Heavily Impacted $8,489 

Virginia-DDESS $13,303 

Washington-Heavily Impacted $9,755 

TABLE 4

Average Private School 
Tuition in States with 
Eligible Student Groups
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* For elementary schools.
SOURCES: Congressional Research Service, “Impact 
Aid, Title VIII of the Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act: A Primer,” October 8, 2015, https://
www.everycrsreport.com/fi les/20151008_R44221_
c9fe539a87e6193ada218993486b13f9b855138d.pdf 
(accessed July 28, 2017), and Private School Review, “Average 
Private School Tuition Cost (2016–2017),” https://www.
privateschoolreview.com/tuition-stats/private-school-cost-by-
state (accessed July 28, 2017).

4.	 RAND National Security Research Division, Goldman et al., “Options for Education Students Attending Department of Defense Schools in the 
United States,” 2016, http://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR855.html (accessed August 9, 2017).

5.	 Ibid.

http://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR855.html
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Recommendations for State Policymakers
Transitioning Impact Aid into a system of ESAs 

beginning with children attending school in heavily 
impacted districts and those living on tribal lands 
represents the bulk of spending under Impact Aid. 
The DOD should also transition funding for chil-
dren who attend schools on base into a system of par-
ent-controlled ESAs. Other students who generate 
Impact Aid funding should also be able to direct their 
money toward options that work for them. However, 
the lower per pupil amount provided to students who 
do not fall under one of these three categories neces-
sitates a federal–state choreography where state 
and local leaders also establish robust school choice 
options. States should create ESAs for military-con-
nected children and should ultimately move toward 
universal ESAs for all children.

In order to ensure that those who serve in the 
military to protect the U.S. are able to access the best 
possible educational options for their children, fed-
eral policymakers should work to empower children 
of military families with educational choice. Transi-
tioning Impact Aid funding into parent-controlled 
ESAs would provide children of active-duty military 
and other federally connected families with edu-
cation choice and ensure that the federal program 
serves military families as well as they serve us.

—Lindsey M. Burke is the Will Skillman Fellow in 
Education and Director of the Center for Education 
Policy, of the Institute for Family, Community, and 
Opportunity, at The Heritage Foundation. Anne 
Ryland is a Research Assistant in the Center for 
Education Policy.


