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Abstract

A strong national defense depends on a well-supported military. The
schooling options available to military-connected children can play a
role in whether a family accepts an assignment, even factoring into decisions to leave military service altogether. According to a recent survey
conducted and published 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. Yet as
important as education is to military parents, more than half of all activeduty military families live in states with no school choice options at all.
Transitioning the $1.3 billion federal Impact Aid program into parentcontrolled education savings accounts (ESAs) would provide children of
active-duty military families with education choice, while ensuring the
federal program serves military families as well as they serve the nation.

A

strong national defense depends on a well-supported military.
Members of the armed services and their families are the most
important resource the U.S. has in terms of national defense. Individuals who have served deserve to be well-served through education opportunities for themselves and their children that enable the
pursuit of life and career goals.
All military members volunteer to deploy into harm’s way. For
a service member preparing for deployment or already deployed
far from home, the education options available to their children
can be a point of great concern. The schooling options available
to military-connected children can play a role in whether a family
accepts an assignment, even factoring into decisions to leave military service altogether.1 Yet as important as education is to mili-
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The schooling options available
to military-connected children
can play a role in whether a family accepts an assignment, even
factoring into decisions to leave
military service altogether.
According to a recent survey conducted and published 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.
As important as education is to
military parents, more than half of
active-duty military families live
in states with no school choice
options at all.
The $1.3 billion federal Impact
Aid program, which was designed
largely with military-connected
children in mind, should be repurposed into student-centered
education savings accounts to
enable military families to exercise
school choice.
Since it pertains to the U.S. military,
Impact Aid represents one of the
few federal programs dealing with
education that has a constitutional
warrant.
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tary parents, more than half of all active-duty military families live in states with no school choice
options at all.
In order to ensure that those who secure our
nation are able to access education options that best
serve them, policymakers should empower these
families with education choice options through the
federal Impact Aid program, which was designed
largely with military-connected children in mind.
Specifically, Congress should:
nn

nn

nn

Direct the federal Impact Aid program, which provides additional funding to districts with a military population, to military-connected children
themselves, instead of to public school districts.
Re-conceptualize the $1.3 billion Impact Aid
program in a way that creates school choice for
military families, empowering parents with the
ability to choose what works for their children
and ensuring that a service member’s decision to
remain in the military does not hinge on outdated assignment-by-zip-code schooling policies.
Transition Impact Aid funding into parent-controlled education savings accounts (ESAs) to
provide children of active-duty military families
with education choice, while ensuring the federal
program serves military families so that they can
serve the nation.

Lack of Existing Education Options for
Military-Connected Children

A strong national defense depends on a well-supported military. Supporting the military includes
making education options available to militaryconnected children. More than 1.3 million Americans made up the (active-duty) armed forces of the

United States in 2015,2 with more than 87 percent of
active-duty service members residing in the United
States and the U.S. territories. The typical enlisted
service member is 27 years old, with the average age
for officers increasing to 34.5 years of age.3 The age
of most military personnel means many have children school-aged and younger; these children are
more than 1.2 million in number.
Today, lack of adequate academic achievement,
combined with a lack of physical fitness and in some
cases, the presence of criminal records, means that
more than 70 percent of Americans age 17 to 24 cannot qualify for military service. Moreover, 20 percent of high school graduates who hope to join the
Army—which, at 36 percent of the overall armed
forces personnel, comprises the largest portion of
active-duty military members4—cannot achieve
an adequate score on the Armed Forces Qualification Test to do so. In Hawaii, Louisiana, Alabama,
and South Carolina, this figure exceeds 30 percent.5
Children from military families are much more likely to serve in the military themselves. According to
the 2016 Blue Star Family Military Family Lifestyle
Survey, while only 0.5 percent of the general public
is currently serving, 56 percent of their veteran and
active-duty respondents reported multiple immediate family members who were veterans or currently serving.6 Because future recruitment depends in
large part on military-connected youth, it is in the
nation’s best interest to ensure that these children
are adequately prepared not simply to pass a basic
qualification test, but to excel during their service
years afterward. The future success of our armed
services depends on offering military-connected
children an excellent education.
Military readiness is affected by the quality of
education available to children of military families. The quality of educational options available to

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.

Kim Parker, Anthony Cilluffo, and Renee Stepler, “6 Facts about the U.S. Military and Its Changing Demographics,” Pew Research Center Fact
Tank, April 13, 2017, http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2017/04/13/6-facts-about-the-u-s-military-and-its-changing-demographics/
(accessed May 25, 2017).

3.

Ibid.

4.

Ibid.

5.

Committee for Education Funding, “Fact Sheet: Education Matters: Invest in Learning for Military Readiness,” April 29, 2015,
https://cef.org/wp-content/uploads/Fact-Sheet-Invest-in-Learning-for-Military-Readiness.pdf (accessed May 25, 2017).

6.

Cristin Orr Shiffer et al., “2016 Blue Star Families Military Family Lifestyle Survey: Comprehensive Report,”
https://bluestarfam.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/03/ComprehensiveReport-33.pdf (accessed May 26, 2017).
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military families can play a role in whether a family
accepts an assignment or even decides to leave military service altogether.7 According to a recent survey conducted and published 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.8
The Pentagon’s changes 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.”9
Those complaints may stem from the fact that
military-connected children are too often assigned
to the district schools closest in proximity to military bases, regardless of whether those district
schools are right for them.
nn

nn

80 percent of the 1.2 million military-connected
children in the U.S. who are school age attend traditional public schools, and
4 percent attend Department of Defense (DOD)
schools located on military bases.

Many families receive assignments on bases
located in states that do not even offer the most
basic of school choice options: inter-district public
school choice. Moreover, more than half of children
of active-duty military families live in states with
no school choice options at all. (See Table 1.) Even
those who are stationed in states with school choice
programs are all too often limited by program eligibility, as most state school choice programs are limited to children from low-income families, children
with special needs, or otherwise cap participation.
For example:
nn

California and Texas, the two states with the largest concentration of military-connected families,
have no private school choice options;

7.

Cowen and Lingenfelter, “The Stealth Factor in Military Readiness.”

8.

Ibid.

9.

Ibid.

nn

nn

North Carolina, with the third highest number
of active-duty military personnel in the country at 106,000 members, does have two voucher
programs, but they are modest in scope, limited
to children with special needs and children from
low-income families;10 and
Georgia and Virginia, the other states with the
largest concentration of military-connected personnel, have private school choice options that
are limited, either in terms of student eligibility
or aggregate funding caps.

Choice for Military Families Through
Federal Policy

Providing for national defense is an explicitly
enumerated power of the federal government. Six
of the 17 enumerated powers in Article 1, Section 8
of the U.S. Constitution pertain to the military and
national defense. The Constitution outlines three
key tenets of federal responsibility and purpose vis
à vis national defense:

1. National defense is the responsibility and first
priority of the federal government (Article 1, Section 9);
2. The federal government is mandated to provide
for national defense (Article 4, Section 4); and
3. National defense is exclusively the function of the
federal government (Article 1, Section 10).11
The federal government’s exclusive responsibility and mandate to oversee national defense and
the military extends to military-related issues that
impact education. Whereas education is not an enumerated power of the federal government per the
U.S. Constitution, national defense is clearly so, and
the education of military-connected children has a
special place as a Department of Education (DOE)
program. Since it pertains to the U.S. military,

10. “Virginia—Education Improvements Scholarships Tax Credits Program,” EdChoice, https://www.edchoice.org/school-choice/programs/
virginia-education-improvement-scholarships-tax-credits-program/ (accessed May 25, 2017).
11.

James Talent, “A Constitutional Basis for Defense,” Heritage Foundation America at Risk Memo No. 10-06, June 1, 2010,
http://www.heritage.org/defense/report/constitutional-basis-defense.
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TABLE 1

Military Presence and Private School Choice Options
State

Military
Bases

Active-Duty
Military
Personnel

Private
School
Choice*

State

Military
Bases

Active-Duty
Military
Personnel

Private
School
Choice*

Alabama

4

8,732

Yes

Montana

2

3,325

Yes

Alaska

9

19,436

No

Nebraska

2

6,207

No

Arizona

4

17,916

Yes

Nevada

3

10,295

Yes

Arkansas

4

4,106

Yes

New Hampshire

1

834

Yes

California

50

132,827

No

New Jersey

15

7,519

No

Colorado

7

35,114

No

New Mexico

5

12,054

No

Connecticut

4

4,603

No

New York

16

21,496

No

Delaware

3

3,350

No

North Carolina

20

106,262

Yes

Washington, DC

6

9,841

Yes

North Dakota

3

7,050

No

Florida

37

57,807

Yes

Ohio

10

6,591

Yes

Georgia

13

61,288

Yes

Oklahoma

6

18,729

Yes

Hawaii

15

40,034

No

Oregon

10

1,535

No

Idaho

4

3,336

No

Pennsylvania

9

2,661

Yes

Illinois

6

19,182

No

Rhode Island

7

3,052

Yes

Indiana

6

950

Yes

South Carolina

8

31,984

Yes

Iowa

3

263

Yes

South Dakota

2

3,195

Yes

Kansas

8

22,673

Yes

Tennessee

5

2,189

Yes

Kentucky

4

33,129

No

Texas

26

118,952

No

Louisiana

9

15,967

Yes

Utah

4

4,091

Yes

Maine

11

758

Yes

Vermont

2

156

Yes

Maryland

16

30,382

Yes

Virginia

27

91,134

Yes

Massachusetts

16

3,606

No

Washington

16

46,378

No

Michigan

20

2,160

No

West Virginia

2

258

No

Minnesota

1

649

No

Wisconsin

8

968

Yes

Mississippi

10

9,568

Yes

Wyoming

2

3,089

No

Missouri

3

14,942

No

* 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 figures: 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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Impact Aid is one of the few federal programs dealing with education that has constitutional warrant.
Just as there is no question, constitutionally speaking, that the federal government has authority over
the military, so also does the federal government
have authority to implement or modify programs
that provide federal funding to military families.

History of Federal Involvement in
Education of Military-Connected
Children

The federal government is directly responsible
for the support and strength of the military; in turn,
the military cares for and supports the men, women,
and families who serve. Since 1775, when George
Washington established the first military base at
West Point, military bases have served as home and
focal point for servicemen and their families. Families lived on base, shopped for food on base at the
commissary, saw military doctors in military hospitals, and—until the past 60 years—did most of this
in relative isolation. Military bases were located
in removed areas, and needed to provide military
dependents with all the necessities of life, including education. As American common schools (precursors to today’s public schools) sprang up during
the 1800s, commanding officers began establishing
schools on military installations.12 In 1821, Congress
officially authorized the operation of these dependent schools, and the military took on responsibility
for educating military children.13
Massive military growth during and after World
War II strained the system as new servicemen and
their families moved to military installations and
surrounding areas, and as women went to work in the
munitions industry. To address these growing needs,
Congress passed the Defense Housing and Community Facilities and Services Act of 1940—popularly
known as the Lanham Act—to provide funds for war

housing, new schools, childcare, and other support
for families who were contributing to the war effort.
However, the communities around military bases
bore the brunt of the increased population as military
children flooded the local school systems.14
In 1950, five years after troops began to return
home at the war’s end and rejoin their families, Congress passed Public Law No. 81–874, among the first
federal education programs. Commonly known as
Impact Aid, this legislation established “Section 6”
schools on military bases and provided funding for
federally connected children who remained in local
school districts.15 The military had long been accustomed to providing schooling for children living on
bases—Impact Aid shifted responsibility for the
education of military children from military commanders and the DOD to the Office of Education.
A few years later, children living on certain tribal
lands were included in statute, and districts began
to receive Impact Aid funds for these federally connected children as well.16

Military and Civilian Communities

In the decades that followed, more and more military children were educated in local school districts
and the number of base schools dropped dramatically as cities and suburbs grew out toward military
bases. The military community became less isolated
and base-centric and more diffused and integrated
with civilian populations, living in civilian communities off base with their housing subsidies. In 1981,
the Omnibus Reconciliation Act shifted funding
responsibility for “Section 6” schools from the DOE
back to the DOD, and the now separate small system of base schools was renamed the Department of
Defense Domestic Dependent Elementary and Secondary Schools (DDESS).17
Today, many military personnel are concentrated in the heart of developed civilian areas. Areas

12.

Kristy N. Kamarck, “DOD Domestic School System: Background and Issues,” Congressional Research Service In Focus No. 0335,
December 8, 2015, https://fas.org/sgp/crs/natsec/IF10335.pdf (accessed May 25, 2017).

13.

Ibid.

14. National Association for Federally Impacted Schools, “History of Impact Aid,”
http://media.wix.com/ugd/423d5a_9b3d63c52c254039ab3d70fb3e96bd3d.pdf (accessed May 25, 2017).
15.

U.S. Department of Defense Education Activity, “About DoDEA: A History,” http://www.dodea.edu/aboutDoDEA/history.cfm
(accessed May 25, 2017).

16. Today, federally connected children include children with parents in the military, children living on tribal lands, children of civilian federal
employees, and children living in low-rent housing.
17.

Kamarck, “DOD Domestic School System.”
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like San Diego, California, Jacksonville, Florida, and
Fairfax County, Virginia, are bustling metropolitan
areas where civilian and military families work and
live in close proximity.
Despite proximity and integration, military
families face unusual challenges particularly in
the area of education. These challenges include
frequent moves and base assignments near failing schools or schools that do not suit their children. In the key findings of a recent study from the
Lexington Institute, Don Soifer and Doug Mescar concluded:
A shortage of high-quality educational options
for military-connected families and students—
from schools to programs within schools—often
restricts education opportunities, negatively
impacts education achievement, causes military
families to make tough housing choices, inhibits
quick assimilation into school communities, and
can reduce a family’s satisfaction with a military
career.18

Department of Defense Domestic
Dependent Elementary and Secondary
Schools

Currently, the DOD operates or contracts with
local educational agencies to operate 57 schools on 15
out of the 204 military installations in the contiguous
United States.20 In 2014, a total of 25,911 students were
enrolled in DDESS or DDESS special arrangements
with local districts—a mere 4 percent of the total
number of military-connected school age children in
the contiguous United States.21 While all dependent
children of DOD employees living on base are eligible
to attend the DDESS schools tuition-free, eligibility
varies for families who live off base, and many of these
families send their children to the local schools.22
These DDESS schools are located only along the
East Coast, with the highest concentrations in North
Carolina around Fort Bragg and Camp Lejeune, and in
Kentucky around Fort Knox and Fort Campbell.23 Section 2164 of Title 10 allows the Secretary of Defense to
operate these types of schools based on two factors:
nn

Because of these difficulties and because many
military families cannot afford private school
tuition, homeschooling has become a popular
option. Military families homeschool at twice the
rate of the civilian population with about 7 percent
of military families choosing the flexibility, continuity, and rigor of a parent-directed education.19 The
parents who do not choose to homeschool must rely
on the public school district around the base or on
the DOD-operated school on base, unless they can
afford to pay directly for private school.

nn

Whether military-connected children are able to
receive free public education from the local area,
and
How capable the local educational agency is of
providing an appropriate education.24

In most cases, the local district schools in areas
near bases with DDESS schools are not providing
an adequate education and are struggling to keep up
with national averages of academic performance. In
these scenarios, DDESS schools are an important
addition to life on base. DDESS schools perform at

18. Doug Mescar and Don Soifer, “Better Serving Those Who Serve: Improving the Educational Opportunities of Military-Connected Students,”
The Lexington Institute, January 24, 2017, http://forstudentsuccess.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/Lexington-Institute-Military-Report.pdf
(accessed May 25, 2017).
19. Arianna Prothero, “Growing Number of Military Families Opt for Home School,” PBS NewsHour Rundown, April 14, 2016,
http://www.pbs.org/newshour/rundown/growing-number-of-military-families-opt-for-home-school/ (accessed May 25, 2017).
20. U.S. Department of Defense Education Activity, “DoDEA Facts: Domestic Dependent Elementary and Secondary Schools (DDESS),”
http://www.dodea.edu/CEOA/upload/DDESS-Fact-Sheet-and-Map.pdf (accessed May 25, 2017), and Charles A. Goldman, Rita Karam, Beth
Katz, Tiffany Tsai, Leslie Mullins, and John D. Winkler, Options for Educating Students Attending Department of Defense Schools in the United
States, RAND National Security Research Division, 2016, http://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR855.html (accessed May 25, 2017).
21.

Goldman et al., Options for Education Students Attending Department of Defense Schools in the United States.

22. Kamarck, “DOD Domestic School System.”
23. U.S. Department of Defense Education Activity, “DoDEA Facts.”
24. Kamarck, “DOD Domestic School System.”
6



BACKGROUNDER | NO. 3180
June 2, 2017

or substantially above national averages and their
respective state public school averages on fourthgrade and eighth-grade National Assessment of Educational Progress tests, and military parents get to
be heavily involved in school decision making.25
While DDESS schools provide a valuable option
for military families on bases near struggling public
schools, the DOD is actively 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-effective way.26
This tiny school system is expensive to maintain.

2. To compensate local areas for lost tax revenue.

Local areas lose property tax revenue when untaxable federally owned lands or tribal lands are present,
and can also lose revenue because they are unable
to collect property or other taxes from the individuals—civilian or military—who live and work on federal or tribal lands. In many cases, military families
pay taxes to their original states and localities, even
though they spend their lives moving from place to
place in other parts of the country and enrolling their
children in local school systems.
Title VIII of the Elementary and Secondary Edunn In 2015, the total operating budget was $9.3 milcation Act (ESEA) authorizes several types of Impact
lion—one-third of the total budget for all Depart- Aid payments.
ment of Defense Education Activity (DODEA)
nn Payments under Section 8002 compensate local
worldwide.
education agencies (LEAs) for federal ownership
nn In 2014, average per pupil expenditure at DDESS
of property;
schools was $26,682.27
nn Payments under Section 8003 compensate LEAs
nn In 2013, the national average per pupil spendfor enrolling and educating federally connected
children—known as Basic Support Payments;
ing was $12,296.28 The DDESS average per pupil
expenditure is more than twice that.
nn Section 8007 authorizes competitive grant fundAs military and civilian communities continue to
ing for construction and facility improvement in
overlap and integrate, the DOD is evaluating whether
LEAs that enroll high percentages of federally
it needs to provide the types of wraparound services
connected children; and
necessitated by life on isolated military bases. If the
DDESS system is adapted for modern times through nn Section 8008 provides funds for repair and mainadoption of an Education Savings Account program
tenance of 11 schools that are owned by the DOE
for DDESS families, military parents could choose
but operated by the LEA in order to serve federhigh-quality education options for their children and
ally connected children.
the potential financial savings could be re-invested
in core national defense priorities.
See the Appendix for a more detailed discussion of
Impact Aid and how it is distributed.
Impact aid is distributed under all four of the
Impact Aid: Federally Connected Children
above categories, but the heart of this program is
and the Public System
The purpose of the Impact Aid program is twofold: devoted to funding federally connected children. In
2016, the Impact Aid program was authorized at $1.3
1. To support the provision of education services for billion, with $1.168 billion directed to Basic Support
Payments under Section 8003(b) and another $48.3
federally connected children, and

25. Goldman et al., Options for Education Students Attending Department of Defense Schools in the United States, and Kamarck, “DOD Domestic
School System.”
26. Goldman et al., Options for Education Students Attending Department of Defense Schools in the United States.
27. Kamarck, “DOD Domestic School System.”
28. Institute for Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics, “Fast Facts: Expenditures,”
https://nces.ed.gov/fastfacts/display.asp?id=66 (accessed May 25, 2017).
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million directed to children with special needs
under Section 8003(d).
Both the Obama and Trump Administrations
have made it clear that the focus of Impact Aid is
serving the needs of federally connected children,
not simply replacing lost tax revenue. In recent budget requests, both Administrations have tried to
eliminate payments for federal property, arguing
that LEAs have had plenty of time to adjust their tax
rolls to federal acquisitions made decades ago, and
that Impact Aid funds should be directed to federally connected children. The fiscal year (FY) 2017
Budget Request from the Obama Administration’s
Department of Education stated:
It is the Administration’s policy to use available
Impact Aid funds to help pay for the education of
federally connected children and fund programs
that serve federally connected children. Payments for Federal Property compensates LEAs
for lost property tax revenue due to the presence
of federal lands without regard to whether those
districts educate any federally connected children as a result of the Federal presence.29

Of the approximately 1.2 million children of
active-duty families, the total number of school
age children is around 750,000.30 With roughly 13
percent of military-connected children in DODEA
schools around the world and at home (DDESS
schools) and roughly 7 percent homeschooled, the
civilian public school system supports the education
of the remaining 80 percent of that population.31
Data from the DOE show that 756,446 federally
connected children (military-connected and triballands-connected) were reported in the public school
system in 2016.32
Despite federal taxpayers’ investment in military
readiness and its significant investment in these
children in the form of Impact Aid, no research on

outcomes, performance, or parental satisfaction
exists for the military-connected subgroup of students. The Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), a
rewrite of No Child Left Behind and the most recent
reauthorization of the ESEA, addressed this issue by
adding requirements for a military student identifier.
The most critical policy reform needed to empower the parents of military-connected children is
allowing for choice in education for service members
and their children. The federal government should
take steps to improve its support for military-connected children and children from tribal lands by
making Impact Aid funding student-centered and
portable in the form of Education Savings Accounts
(ESAs).33

Education Savings Accounts

Like their civilian-family counterparts, children of military families deserve a choice in where
they attend school. One of the best ways to advance
choice is through innovative ESAs. ESAs are parentcontrolled accounts funded with a portion (usually
90 percent) of what a given state would have spent on
a child in the district school system. Across the U.S.,
five states have established ESA options:
1. Arizona,
2. Florida,
3. Tennessee,
4. Mississippi, and
5. Nevada.
The Case of Arizona. In Arizona, the first state
to adopt ESAs, parents who enter the ESA option
receive 90 percent (approximately $5,000 on average) of what the state would have spent on their child

29. U.S. Department of Education, “Impact Aid: Fiscal Year 2017 Budget Request,”
https://www2.ed.gov/about/overview/budget/budget17/justifications/b-impactaid.pdf (accessed May 25, 2017).
30. Military Child Education Coalition, A Policy Leader’s Guide to Military Children, August 2012,
http://www.militarychild.org/public/upload/images/BR_Legislative_Guide_2012_Smaller.pdf (accessed May 25, 2017).
31. Molly Clever and David R. Segal, “The Demographics of Military Children and Families,” The Future of Children, Vol. 23, No. 2 (Fall 2013),
http://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1018362.pdf (accessed May 25, 2017).
32. U.S. Department of Education, “Impact Aid: Fiscal Year 2017 Budget Request.”
33. Jane Meredith Adams, “Schools Will Begin to Track Students from Military Families,” EdSource, June 1, 2016,
https://edsource.org/2016/are-students-from-military-families-succeeding-schools-will-begin-to-track/565042 (accessed May 25, 2017).
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TABLE 2

Impact Aid Portability Scenarios
Scenario

Impact Aid Outcome

Johnny lives on base and attends a
DDESS school where current perpupil expenditure is $15,943.

Johnny and his parents receive $12,000 on a restricted-use debit
card. They use this Education Savings Account to help send him
to a local private school, to hire a private tutor, or to purchase
online courses and curricula. The Department of Defense redirects
the savings of $3,943 to other national defense priorities.

Sarah lives off base and goes to
school in a heavily impacted
district in a state without a
school choice program.

Sarah and her parents receive $4,607 in Impact Aid dollars on a
restricted-use debit card. They can use this Education Savings
Account to help send her to a local private school, to hire a
private tutor, or purchase online classes and curricula.

Matt, a child with special needs
with an active duty parent in the
armed services, lives on base
and goes to school in a state that
has a school choice program.

Matt and his parents receive $1,306 in Basic Support Impact Aid and
another $1,168 in Impact Aid payments for children with disabilities.
They also access Matt's state dollars through the state school choice
program. They use the funds to help pay for private schooling or to hire
tutors and therapists and to purchase special assistive technologies.

Kathy, a child connected with tribal
lands, goes to school in the
local district in a state without
school choice program.

Kathy and her parents receive $5,613 in Impact Aid dollars on
a restricted-use debit card. They can use this Education
Savings Account to help send her to a private school, to hire
a private tutor, or purchase online classes and curricula.

Nathan lives on base with his
active-duty parents who work
on the base. He attends the local
district school in a state that
has a school choice program.

Nathan and his parents receive $3,842 in Impact Aid dollars on a
restricted-use debit card. They also access his state funds through
the state school choice program. They can use this Education
Savings Account to help send him to a private school, to hire
a private tutor, or purchase online classes and curricula.

NOTE: Numbers assume that 100 percent of Impact Aid per-pupil funding would transfer to the ESA option, except in the case of scenario 1 (the
DDESS school example), where distributions into parents’ ESAs is set at the approximate national average of per-pupil spending.
SOURCE: Heritage Foundation calculations based on Charles A. Goldman, Rita Karam, Beth Katz, Tiffany Tsai, Leslie Mullins, and John D. Winkler,
Options for Educating Students Attending Department of Defense Schools in the United States, RAND National Security Research Division,
http://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR855.html (accessed May 16, 2017), and U.S. Department of Education, “Impact Aid: Fiscal Year
2017 Budget Request,” https://www2.ed.gov/about/overview/budget/budget17/justifications/b-impactaid.pdf (accessed May 15, 2017).
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in their public schools. Funds are deposited quarterly into the ESA (going onto a debit card), and parents can then direct those funds to any educationrelated service, product, or provider. Parents can use
those funds to pay for private school tuition, online
learning, special education services and therapies,
private tutors, textbooks, curricula, and any other
education-related services of their choice. Notably,
unused funds can even be rolled over from year-toyear, and can be rolled into a college savings account
in some cases.
Parents are using the flexibility created through
ESAs to craft customized educational experiences
for their children. Nearly one-third of parents use
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their ESAs to craft a fully à la carte educational
experience for their children.
nn

nn

During the 2011–2012 school year, 34 percent of
account holders used their ESA for multiple services and products, such as tuition along with a
private tutor and education therapies.
During the 2013–2014 and 2014–2015 school years,
approximately 28 percent of parents used their
accounts to customize their child’s education.

A traditional private school voucher program,
while a good option, limits the account holder to pay9
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dren should go directly into a parent-controlled
education savings account, which the family
could then use to pay for any education-related
service, product, or provider that meets the specific needs of their child. Oversight and management of the repurposed Impact Aid program
should be transitioned to the DODEA.35

ing private school tuition only. ESAs enable participants to access any learning option (tuition or otherwise) that meets their unique learning needs. The
data from Arizona demonstrate that with the passage of time, a considerable portion of parents continue to use ESAs to create a completely customized
education experience for their children.34

Policy Recommendations to Better Serve
Those Who Serve

nn

All children should have a choice in the school they
attend. Parents are the best teachers of their children and have the fundamental right to direct the
upbringing and education of their children. Moreover, as taxpayers, parents should be able to control
where their education dollars are spent. The public
financing of education should be separated from its
delivery, and families should be able to direct their
dollars to any education option that meets the needs
of their children.

Recommendations for Federal
Policymakers

Congress is limited in the vehicles available to federal policymakers to advance education choice in a
constitutionally appropriate manner while also limiting federal intervention in local school policy. The
education of military-connected children is one such
vehicle that is appropriate. In order to expand the education options available to the children of members of
the armed services, federal policymakers should:
nn

Transition Impact Aid funding into ESAs.
Instead of filtering 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 chil-

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 funding for DDESS schools into parent-controlled
education savings accounts. Given the high average per pupil expenditure of $26,682 at DDESS
schools—an amount that more than covers costs
at most private schools—the DOD could transition part of its current spending into flexible,
parent-controlled accounts and use the savings to direct funds back to national defense
priorities.36

Recommendations for State
Policymakers
nn

Create education choice options for all children, including military families. By adopting
universal ESAs, states can empower as many students as possible with as many education options
as possible. In the event a state wants to establish
an education choice option specifically for children of members of the armed forces, they should
allow all military-connected children to receive
their share of state per pupil funding in the form
of an ESA. In conjunction with the policy of transitioning the federal Impact Aid program into
ESAs outlined above, a military-connected student could access both their state per pupil funding and federal Impact Aid funds in the form of

34. Jonathan Butcher and Lindsey Burke, “The Education Debit Card II: What Arizona Parents Purchase with Education Savings Accounts,”
EdChoice, February 2016, http://www.edchoice.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/2016-2-The-Education-Debit-Card-II-WEB-1.pdf
(accessed May 25, 2017).
35. For more information on best practices in policy design for ESA programs, see Butcher and Burke, “The Education Debit Card II”; Jason
Bedrick and Lindsey M. Burke, “The Next Step in School Choice,” National Affairs, No. 30 (Winter 2015), https://www.nationalaffairs.com/
publications/detail/the-next-step-in-school-choice (accessed May 25, 2017); and Lindsey M. Burke, “ESAs in Missouri: Designing What
Works For Parents and the State Budget,” EdChoice, August 22, 2016, https://www.edchoice.org/blog/esa-in-missouri-designing-whatworks-for-parents/ (accessed May 25, 2017).
36. Senator Tim Scott’s (R–SC) proposed bill, the Creating Hope and Opportunity for Individuals and Communities through Education Act
(CHOICE), calls for a pilot program on five bases without DDESS schools that would grant scholarships to military students of up to $8,000
for elementary school and $12,000 for high school.
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parent-controlled ESAs, significantly increasing
their educational purchasing power.
nn

Establish open-enrollment policies. At minimum, states should allow for inter-district and
intra-district public school choice for military
families, enabling them to enroll in any public
school of choice, instead being confined to the
district school closest to where they are stationed
or have chosen housing.

An Education Approach Worthy of the
U.S. Armed Forces

The number and quality of educational options
available to children from military families affects
military readiness, because education plays a role in
whether a family accepts an assignment, even factoring into decisions to leave military service altogether.37 Important as education is to military parents,
more than half of all children of active-duty military
families live in states with no school choice options
at all. In order to ensure those who serve in the military to protect the U.S. are able to access education
options that serve them in the best way possible, federal policymakers should work to empower children
of military families with education choice. Transitioning Impact Aid funding into parent-controlled
education savings accounts would provide children
of active-duty military families with education
choice, while ensuring 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. Dakota Wood, Senior Research
Fellow for Defense Programs in the Center for
National Defense, of the Kathryn and Shelby Cullom
Davis Institute for National Security and Foreign
Policy, at The Heritage Foundation, contributed to the
formulation of this Backgrounder.

37. Cowen and Lingenfelter, “The Stealth Factor in Military Readiness.”
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Appendix and Tables
APPENDIX TABLE 1

Types of Federally Connected Children and Weights Assigned to Them
in the Impact Aid Basic Support Payments Formula
Characteristics of Children Attending School in the LEA*

Weight

Designation

Reside on federal property with a parent employed on federal property
in whole or in part within the boundaries of the LEA (A)(I)

1.0

“a” children

Reside on federal property with a parent who is an official of, and accredited
by, a foreign government and is a foreign military officer (A)(II)

1.0

“a” children

Reside on federal property and have a parent on active
duty in the uniformed services (B)

1.0

“a” children

1.25

“a” children

Have a parent on active duty in the uniformed services
but do not reside on federal property (D)(I)

0.2

“b” children

Have a parent who is an official of, and has been accredited
by, a foreign government and is a foreign military officer
but does not reside on federal property (D)(II)

0.2

“b” children

Resides in low-rent public housing (E)

0.1

“b” children

Reside on federal property and are not described in Subparagraph (A) or (B)–(F)

0.05

“b” children

Reside with a parent who works on federal property situated in whole or in
part in the county in which such LEA is located, or in whole or in part in
such LEA if such LEA is located in more than one county (G)(I); or if not
in such county, in whole or in part in the same state as such LEA (G)(II)

0.05

“b” children

Reside on Indian lands (C)

* Local Education Agencies
SOURCE: Impact Aid, Title VIII of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act: A Primer,” Congressional Research Service Report for Congress No.
44221, October 8, 2015, https://www.everycrsreport.com/reports/R44221.html (accessed May 18, 2017).
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Local education agencies are eligible for compensation under Section 8003(b) if they educate at least
400 federally connected children or at least 3 percent of average daily attendance (ADA).38 Federally
connected children include:
nn

Children with parents in the military,

nn

Children living on tribal lands,

heritage.org

nn

Children of civilian federal employees, and

nn

Children living in low-rent housing.

Because the different types of federally connected
children create varying degrees of burden in education costs and tax losses, each classification of student
is weighted differently. (See Table 2.) Children living
on tribal lands are weighted most highly. Children
living on federal lands whose parents are employed

38. In order to receive payments for civilian “b” students, these students must represent at least 10 percent of ADA or be a group of 1,000 and more.
12
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APPENDIX TABLE 2

Impact Aid Basic Support Payments: Program Output Measures
(Page 1 of 2)
OUTPUT MEASURE

2015

2016

2017

1,091

1,091

1,091

$154–$53,952,631

$155–$54,534,000

$157–$55,195,457

1,063

1,063

1,063

$154–$41,123,635

$155–$41,566,765

$157–$42,070,939

28

28

28

$829,009–$53,952,631 $837,942–$54,534,000

$848,105–$55,195,457

All eligible LEAs
Number of LEAs receiving payment
Range of payments
Regular LEAs
Number of LEAs receiving payments
Range of payments
Heavily Impacted LEAs
Number of LEAs receiving payments
Range of payments
Number of federally connected students
In all eligible LEAs

756,446

756,446

756,446

In regular LEAs

693,163

697,658

697,658

63,283

58,788

53,788

In regular LEAs

$879,082,049

$900,502,932

$911,425,372

In heavily impacted LEAs

$272,150,951

$267,730,068

$270,807,628

In all LEAs

$1,522

$1,526

$1,544

In regular LEAs

$1,268

$1,291

$1,306

In heavily impacted LEAs

$4,301

$4,554

$4,607

In heavily impacted LEAs
Total payments for students

Average payment per student

Number of students
“a” students

219,437

219,437

219,437

Indian “a” students

112,903

112,903

112,903

Military “a” students

104,479

104,479

104,479

Civilian “a” students

2,055

2,055

2,055

Military “b” students

537,009

537,009

537,009

Low-rent housing “b” students

244,520

244,520

244,520

Civilian “b” students

168,167

168,167

168,167

“b” students

13
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APPENDIX TABLE 2

Impact Aid Basic Support Payments: Program Output Measures
(Page 2 of 2)
Total payments
“a” students

$1,023,841,960

$1,036,705,094

$1,038,957,667

Indian “a” students

$618,338,108

$626,138,137

$633,732,733

Military “a” students

$401,736,597

$406,759,108

$401,370,898

Civilian “a” students

$3,767,255

$3,807,849

$3,854,036

$127,391,040

$131,527,906

$129,275,333

$7,927,749

$8,073,540

$8,085,766

$19,806,478

$21,263,526

$20,262,730

$4,666

$4,724

$4,735

Indian “a” students

$5,477

$5,546

$5,613

Military “a” students

$3,845

$3,893

$3,842

Civilian “a” students

$1,833

$1,853

$1,875

“b” students
Military “b” students
Low-rent housing “b” students
Civilian “b” students
Average payments per child
“a” students

“b” students
Military “b” students
Low-rent housing “b” students
Civilian “b” students

$237

$245

$241

$408

$418

$413

$64

$65

$65

$118

$126

$120

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, “Impact Aid: Fiscal Year 2017 Budget Request,” https://www2.ed.gov/about/overview/budget/budget17/
justifications/b-impactaid.pdf (accessed May 15, 2017).
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on federal land or are active-duty military are also
high-weighted. All three of these types are commonly
referred to as category “a.”39 Children receiving lower
weights are referred to as category “b” and include:
nn

nn

nn

Children who do not reside on federal property
but have a parent who is active-duty military,

nn

Children of foreign military officers,

nn

Children who reside in low-rent public housing,

heritage.org

Children who live on federal land but whose parents do not work on federal land, and
Children whose parents work on federal land, but
do not live on federal land.
This program is funded retroactively:

nn

LEAs give the DOE their totals for each type of
federally connected student in a given year.

39. This shorthand comes from a previous iteration of the Impact Aid law that included these children under subsection 3a. See “Impact Aid, Title
VIII of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act: A Primer,” Congressional Resarch Service Report for Congress No. 44221, October 8, 2015,
https://www.everycrsreport.com/files/20151008_R44221_c9fe539a87e6193ada218993486b13f9b855138d.pdf (accessed May 25, 2017).
14
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APPENDIX TABLE 3

Impact Aid Payments for Children with Disabilities:
Program Output Measures
Output Measure

2015

2016

2017

856

856

856

$479–$1,253,510

$479–$1,253,510

$479–$1,253,510

Number of “a” students eligible

30,112

30,112

30,112

Number of “b” students eligible

22,502

22,502

22,502

Total eligible students

52,614

52,614

52,614

Total funding for “a” students

$35,173,484

$35,173,484

$35,173,484

Total funding for “b” students

$13,142,516

$13,142,516

$13,142,516

Average payment per “a” student

$1,168

$1,168

$1,168

Average payment per “b” student

$584

$584

$584

Average total payment per student

$918

$918

$918

Average IDEA grants to states funding per student

$1,742

$1,778

$1,777

Total average federal funding per student

$2,660

$2,696

$2,695

Number of LEAs receiving payments
Range of payments

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, “Impact Aid: Fiscal Year 2017 Budget Request,” https://www2.ed.gov/about/overview/budget/budget17/
justifications/b-impactaid.pdf (accessed May 15, 2017).
BG3180

nn

The DOE calculates maximum payments by multiplying the weighted student totals by the Local
Contribution Rate (LCR)—a measure of per pupil
expenditure for the area; reduces payment amounts
if appropriations are insufficient to make maximum
payments; and sends the payment to the LEA where is
it usually deposited into the general operating fund.40

A total of 1,091 LEAs received payments under
the Basic Support payment program in 2016.41
The complex statutory system for distributing
Impact Aid Basic Support payments has only grown
more complex because the Impact Aid program is
not fully funded. Since appropriations are never sufficient to cover maximum payments for all LEAs (an
estimated $2.15 billion would be required), statutory
mechanisms were introduced to prorate payments
so that districts that are more dependent on Impact
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Aid receive higher percentages of their maximum
payments than districts that are less dependent.
A new formula was developed to calculate a
Learning Opportunity Threshold (LOT) payment
for each district. This LOT payment is determined
by adding the federally connected percentage of an
LEA’s ADA to the Impact Aid payments percentage
of the LEA’s total current expenditure, and multiplying this percentage—which must not exceed 100—
by the maximum payment.

Basic Support Payments for Heavily
Affected Districts

As part of this effort to prioritize funds to the districts that need them most, statutory changes also introduced a distinction between Regular Basic Support Payments (Section 8003(b)(1)) and Basic Support Payments
for Heavily Impacted LEAs (Section 8003(b)(2)).42

40. For a detailed description of LCR, see “Impact Aid, Title VIII of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act: A Primer,” p. 9.
41.

U.S. Department of Education, “Impact Aid: Fiscal Year 2017 Budget Request.”

42. Ibid.
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In 2016, 28 LEAs qualified as heavily impacted.
Eligibility criteria are based on the LEA’s tax rate
and the percentage of federally connected children
of various types in ADA.43 Calculations for these
LEAs are similar to those for Regular Basic Support LEAs, but adjusted to ensure that maximum
payments for these LEAs are much higher and that
the LEAs get full funding first. For these districts,
certain classifications of students are weighted
more highly: The LCR is calculated using a higher
per pupil expenditure as reference, and their LOT
percentages are always 100 percent. Thus, if funds
are sufficient, the LEAs receive 100 percent of their
maximum payment calculation.44 If the DOE cannot both fully fund heavily impacted districts and
give regular LEAs 100 percent of their LOT payments, payments to all LEAs are reduced by the
same percentage. According to the Congressional Research Service, in FY 2015, heavily affected
districts received 34 percent of the total funding
for Basic Support payments, “over four times the
amount per child that regular Impact Aid LEAs
receive.”45

Basic Support Payments: Section 8003(d)

Impact Aid money for federally connected children in both regular basic support LEAs and heavily
affected LEAs does not have to be used for a specific
purpose, and typically goes directly into the general
operating fund for the district.
However, payments under Section 8003(d) are
designated for federally connected children with
disabilities and are intended to supplement the basic
support payments to help provide for the increased
cost of educating a child with special needs. These
payments must be used specifically to support education for an LEA’s Individuals with Disabilities
Education Act (IDEA) eligible children. The DOE
uses a weighting system similar to the system under

regular basic support payments in order to calculate
how much an LEA will receive for its students with
disabilities. In 2016, the DOE distributed $48.3 million in Impact Aid dollars to 52,614 eligible students
with disabilities.46

Impact Aid: Department of Defense Aid
and Other Education Initiatives

Because Impact Aid through the DOE is not fully
funded, the DOD also contributes supplemental
Impact Aid to help “ensure that school districts with
significant numbers of military dependent students
have additional funding in order to maintain certain
educational standards.”47
The DOD provides supplemental funds of
two kinds:
1. To LEAs that are educating significant numbers
of military dependents, and
2. To LEAs that are educating military dependents
with severe disabilities.
LEAs are selected to receive supplemental assistance funds if 20 percent or more of their ADA is military dependent, and if the Secretary of Education
and Secretary of Defense determine that, without
the funds, the LEA will be unable to provide a level of
education on par with the minimum level of education in other LEAs in the state.48 According to a Government Accountability Office (GAO) report from
2011, about 120 districts receive funds from this program.49 The DOD will also reimburse LEAs with at
least two severely disabled military dependent students for expenses paid if their expenditures significantly exceed national and state per pupil expenditures for similar students and services.50 The GAO
reports that approximately 40–50 districts are
awarded funds each year under this assistance pro-

43. Ibid.
44. “Impact Aid, Title VIII of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act: A Primer.”
45. Ibid.
46. U.S. Department of Education, “Impact Aid: Fiscal Year 2017 Budget Request.”
47. U.S. Government Accountability Office, Education of Military Dependent Students: Better Information Needed to Assess Student Performance,
GAO-11-231, March 1, 2011, http://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-11-231 (accessed May 25, 2017).
48. “Impact Aid, Title VIII of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act: A Primer.”
49. U.S. Government Accountability Office, Education of Military Dependent Students.
50. “Impact Aid, Title VIII of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act: A Primer.”
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gram.51 In 2015, a total of $30 million was appropriated for these two DOD Impact Aid programs, $25
million for supplemental assistance, and $5 million
for military students with severe disabilities.52
The DOD also tries to provide help to military
families and impacted districts through programs
like Tutor.com, a free tutoring service available to
military dependent students for all grade levels and
academic subjects, and through competitive grants
from DODEA. Since 2009, DODEA has awarded over
$400 million in grants to LEAs that serve military
children, and have awarded grants to partners like
the National Math Science Foundation.53 Overall,
the DOD continues to invest significantly in the education of military dependents; however, as the 2011
GAO report found, more information is needed to
assess whether military students are actually reaping the benefits.54

51. U.S. Government Accountability Office, Education of Military Dependent Students.
52. “Impact Aid, Title VIII of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act: A Primer.”
53. U.S. Department of Defense Education Activity, “The DoDEA Grant Program,” http://www.dodea.edu/Partnership/grants.cfm
(accessed May 25, 2017).
54. U.S. Government Accountability Office, Education of Military Dependent Students.
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