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House Bill 349 creates the Empowerment Scholarship Accounts (ESA) tax-credit
scholarship program for Missouri’s public school students. ESA scholarships can be November 2021

applied to educational expenses including private school tuition and other services.
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Introduction Missouri's ESA

In July 2021, Missouri passed House Bill 349, creating the Empowerment Zgofgraﬁgﬁglmnags and 3
Scholarship Accounts (ESA) program for public school students. The ESA

program is a tax-credit scholarship program which allows students to apply for Conclusion 8
and use a scholarship toward educational expenses. To be eligible, students

must live in a charter county or city with a population of 30,000 or more (Figure Notes 9
1). For students in eligible areas, scholarship priority is based on student

disability status and family income thresholds. Using Census Bureau data on
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to all high-need areas across the state.
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the program and it sunsetted in 2019." Since 2014, bills have been proposed Better evidence. better
nearly annually to establish a broader private school choice program. None of policies, better schools



these attempts were successful until HB 349 was
signed into law in July 2021.7 Nationally, 22 states
beyond Missouri operate a tax-credit program, and
about 330,000 students received a program-based
scholarship in 2021.%

Missouri's ESA program is a tax-credit scholarship
program that delineates student eligibility by a
variety of criteria. To be eligible for the ESA
program, a student must live in a Missouri county
with a charter form of government or a city with at
least 30,000 residents. Students must also have an
individualized education plan (IEP) or a family
income of no more than 200% of that necessary to
qualify for free or reduced-price school lunch
(FRPL). Application priority will first be granted to
students with an IEP or whose family income is
100% of the FRPL threshold, then to students with
a family income of no more than 200% of the FRPL
threshold.” Income of about $50,000 or less would
qualify a family of four for the first wave of priority
access (nearly $100,000 or less in family income
would qualify a family of four for second priority
access).’

To qualify, students must also have been enrolled in
a public school for at least one semester in the
previous twelve months or be starting kindergarten
or first grade. When Indiana first introduced its own
voucher program in 2011, it had a similar
requirement. Students must have been enrolled in a
public school for two semesters prior to receiving a
scholarship or previously received a scholarship
from the state’s tax-credit scholarship program.
Indiana has since introduced more ways for
students to qualify, including for students who have
already received a voucher, students with a
disability, students zoned to attend a school graded
as an “F" regardless of if they attend private or
public school, and for students with a sibling who
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received a scholarship.® These additional qualification
pathways in Indiana can help mitigate the number of
students who may switch from private school to public
school to qualify. Missouri may also run into the same
problem, especially at the beginning of the program’s
implementation as current private school students
could be interested in a scholarship.

Missouri’s ESA program allows individuals and
corporations to receive a state tax credit for donating
to scholarship-granting organizations which will then
distribute funds to eligible students. If student
applications outpace available funds, scholarships will
be awarded via a lottery system. Those who donate
will receive a tax-credit of up to 50% of their state tax
liability, and no more than $50 million in tax credits
may be awarded per year.

Who May Be Likely to Participate?

Previous research on private school choice
participation offers insight into what may happen in
Missouri once the ESA program is in operation.
Numerous studies have found that eligible Black
students are more likely than eligible white students to
apply for and use vouchers, a similar form of private
school choice.” With regards to income, evidence is
mixed on whether higher-income eligible families or
lower-income eligible families are more likely to
participate. However, factors beyond income appear
to predict the likelihood of participation. For example,
there is some evidence that applicants® and
participants'® may be somewhat more advantaged in
terms of their parental education. Finally, program
participation often depends on students first being
accepted into their private school of choice. In the
case of Missouri's ESA, the location requirements will
impact who applies for the program, as students who
would otherwise be eligible for the program and likely
to participate may not live in one of the specified
qualifying areas.
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Missouri’s ESA Program — Qualifying
and Non-Qualifying Areas
There are four charter counties in the state: Jackson

County, Jefferson County, St. Charles County, and St.

Louis County. All four counties are located within a
metropolitan area: Jackson County contains the
majority of Kansas City, and the remaining three
charter counties are in the St. Louis region (Figure 1).

Figure 1 Charter Counties and Eligible City
Locations

Cities meeting the 30,000-population requirement
include: Cape Girardeau, Columbia, Jefferson City,
Joplin, Kansas City, Liberty, Springfield, St. Joseph,
and St. Louis City (Figure 1)."* Below we compare
eligible counties and cities to nearby counties and
near-eligible cities on the following characteristics:
median income; the percent of white and nonwhite
residents; educational attainment including residents
with less than a high school degree, those with a high
school degree or equivalent and higher, and those
with a bachelor's degree or higher; and student
poverty. Student poverty is measured as the percent
of preschool to 12th grade students who live below
the federal poverty line."

Kansas City Region
Kansas City qualifies through the bill's population

requirement. Most of the city lies in Jackson County,
but portions of it cross into Platte, Clay, and Cass
Counties. Residents in the remainder of Jackson
County are also eligible because of its charter status.
Comparisons between Kansas City, Jackson County,
and the surrounding counties are difficult to conduct
because of these overlapping boundaries. On its own,
Kansas City had just under one third of its students in
poverty, nearly 45% of its residents were nonwhite,
and the median income was around $54,000 (Table
1).

Out of all the counties in the immediate region,
Jackson County had the highest percent of nonwhite
residents and the third highest percentage of
residents with a bachelor's degree or higher, at about
32% (Table 2). Despite its non-charter status,
Johnson County is similar to Jackson County in terms
of median income and educational attainment, but
Jackson County had about 11 percentage points
more PK-12 students below the poverty line. Jackson
County also exhibited similarities with other counties,
including similar educational attainment with Clay
County.

Ray County, bordering Jackson County to the
northwest, had the lowest educational attainment in
the region with just under 15% of residents holding a
bachelor's degree or higher, and the highest
percentage of residents with less than a high school
degree, almost 12%. Though the geographic
requirement incorporates Jackson County, the
Kansas City-area county with the highest percentage
of nonwhite residents, it also excludes counties like
Ray and Lafayette Counties, areas with lower overall
educational attainment.

St Louis Area Counties

The charter counties of Jefferson County, St. Charles
County, and St. Louis County are located in the St.
Louis metro area. Residents of St. Louis City also
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Table 1 Kansas City Qualifying Areas

Kansas City $54.194 4484% | 55.16% | 10.05% | 89.95% | 35.25% 23.21%
‘é%cuk:&" $55,134 37.81% | 62.19% | 9.39% | 90.61% | 31.64% 91.34%

Table 2. Bordering Counties to Jackson County

Cass County | $69,433 12.03% | 87.97% | 7.58% | 92.42% | 26.35% 11.27%
Clay County | $70,510 18.88% | 81.12% | 6.66% | 93.34% | 33.21% 9.78%
é‘:)':::ﬁ;" $55,273 14.24% | 85.76% | 7.52% | 92.48% | 28.87% 10.30%
t%szf;te $58,766 8.03% | 91.97% | 9.45% | 90.55% | 20.25% 17.69%
Platte County |  $80,393 18.99% | 8101% | 4.21% | 9579% | 43.13% 7.51%
Ray County | $61,957 6.34% | 93.66% | 11.88% | 88.12% | 14.62% 16.15%

qualify for the ESA program because the city meets
the population requirement. Unlike Kansas City, St.
Louis City’s boundaries do not cross over into any
neighboring counties.

In the St. Louis area, every non-eligible bordering
county had a higher percentage of students below the
federal poverty line than did charter counties (Tables
3 and 4) (St. Louis City is included as a comparison).
St. Francois County and Warren County both had

about one fifth of their students below the poverty line,

whereas Jefferson, St. Charles, and St. Louis
Counties had a smaller percentage, about 13% or
less, of their students below the poverty line. Most
notably, of all counties in the St. Louis area,
Washington County had the highest percentage of
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students in poverty at about 25%, the lowest median
income of about $41,000, and the highest percent of
residents — nearly one in four — with less than a high
school degree.

The range of median incomes in the bordering
counties extends lower than the median incomes of
the qualifying areas. Washington’s median income
was $41,483. The highest median income among
bordering counties was roughly $64,000 in Lincoln
County, lower than the highest median income in the
charter counties, nearly $85,000 in St. Charles
County. In the St. Louis area, there are non-eligible
bordering counties with lower median incomes and a
higher percent of students in poverty than in the
eligible charter counties.
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Table 3 St. Louis Qualifying Areas

St Louis City | $43,896 56.36% | 43.64% | 12.24% | 87.76% | 36.33% 33.23%
gﬁﬂt‘;”es $84 978 12.86% | 87.14% | 521% | 9479% | 38.86% 6.60%
St. Louis 0 0 0 0 0 0
Sounty $67 420 33.06% | 66.04% | 6.50% | 93.50% | 43.65% 13.14%
JC%T?EO" $65 454 559% | 94.41% | 10.86% | 89.14% | 20.41% 11.01%

Table 4 Bordering Counties to St. Louis Area

Eﬁ?ﬂ;" $57,214 498% | 95.02% | 1157% | 88.43% | 20.92% 15.63%
Lincoln 0 0 9 0 0 0
County $64,196 6.97% | 93.03% | 1050% | 89.49% | 16.84% 14.50%
g‘(;lﬁ:;e‘”e"e $60,129 434% | 95.66% | 10.59% | 89.41% | 19.73% 16.92%
22{,{3”%'3 $46,466 8.23% | 9L77% | 12.24% | 87.76% | 36.33% |  19.93%
‘é";:;"{;‘ $60,125 833% | 91.67% | 11.31% | 88.69% | 19.12% 21.52%
Washington 41483 69 94.949° 23.06° 6.949 9.89¢ 24.549
Ceonty $41, 5.76% 24% | 23.06% | 76.94% | 9.89% 54%
Qualifying Cities lies in eligible Jackson County, so we exclude it from

the following comparisons. When comparing cities
meeting the population requirement with those that do
not, there are some differences in demographic
characteristics but there are also similarities that
make it challenging to identify a clear divide between
the two groups (see Tables 5 and 6).

The ESA bill's 30,000 population minimum extends to
residents in cities outside the Kansas City and St.
Louis areas. The additional qualifying cities are
Columbia, Joplin, St. Joseph, Springfield, Jefferson
City, Cape Girardeau, and Liberty. The next seven
largest cities with populations just under the minimum
are Belton, Gladstone, Nixa, Raymore, Rolla, Sedalia,
and Warrensburg. Lee’s Summit was also identified
as a qualifying city; however, the majority of the city

The percent of nonwhite residents in the qualifying
cities ranges from 13% to 28%. In the largest seven
non-qualifying cities, every city but Nixa (at 9%) fell
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Table 5. Qualifying Cities

Springfield | 167,051 | $36,856 | 14.67% | 85.33% | 9.55% | 90.45% | 27.35% 24.89%
Columbia | 121,230 | $51276 | 2551% | 74.49% | 477% | 95.23% | 52.22% 13.98%
St.Joseph | 75913 | $48,197 | 18.39% | 81.61% | 12.63% | 87.37% | 20.46% 26.73%
Joplin 50,386 | $45449 | 16.65% | 83.35% | 10.44% | 89.56% | 26.48% 21.19%
é?gers"" 42,919 | $52,253 | 27.50% | 72.50% | 8.90% | 91.10% | 32.55% 19.77%
gﬁg‘: oay | 09966 | $45733 | 2122% | 7878% | 8.54% | 9146% | 3496% 26.15%
Liberty 31,328 | $76,577 | 13.14% | 86.86% | 5.08% | 94.92% | 38.57% 8.23%

Table 6. Near-Qualifying Cities

Gladstone | 27,126 | $59,018 | 21.69% | 78.31% | 6.29% | 93.71% | 30.22% 18.83%
Belton 23425 | $62,754 | 16.81% | 83.19% | 10.56% | 89.44% | 18.91% 16.71%
Sedalia 21633 | $39,804 | 20.15% | 79.85% | 14.97% | 85.03% | 15.80% 23.91%
Nixa 21544 | $58402 | 9.39% | 90.61% | 7.26% | 92.74% | 31.21% 6.64%
Raymore 21196 | $84,697 | 19.19% | 80.81% | 2.94% | 97.06% | 37.51% 5.59%
Rolla 20,169 | $37,600 | 15.29% | 8471% | 9.02% | 90.98% | 35.81% 24.47%
‘é‘ﬁgens' 20139 | $46,315 | 18.95% | 81.05% | 5.2% | 94.58% | 40.66% 6.87%
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within a similar range, 15% to 22%. Five of the
qualifying cities had around one fifth or more of their
students in poverty. Two non-qualifying cities had
about a quarter of their students in poverty and four of
the cities had 16% or more of their students in
poverty. One may identify differences between
specific cities but there is little to distinguish the
groups of qualifying and non-qualifying cities along
these characteristics.

Between the two groups, the two most similar cities
are Springfield and Rolla. Both had a median income
of around $37,000, a similar percentage of nonwhite
residents, and roughly the same percentage of
students in poverty. Rolla, the home of Missouri
University of Science and Technology, however, had
a higher percentage of residents with a bachelor’s
degree or higher. On the other hand, Liberty and
Raymore are similar in that they both had the highest
median incomes, $76,577 and $84,697, respectively,
less than 10% of their students were in poverty, and
at least 90% of their populations had a high school
degree or higher.

Table 7 Highest Poverty Counties

Since geographic limits are based on charter status
and population, areas with the highest percent of
students in poverty may be excluded from the
program. Table 7 lists the counties with the highest
shares of PK-12th grade students below the federal
poverty line, none of which are charter counties or
contain cities that meet the population minimum. We
note, however, that the federal poverty line is not a
direct measure of students who would qualify for the
program since the federal poverty income threshold is
lower than that necessary to qualify for priority access
to scholarships through HB 349. For reference,
incomes of about $26,000 or lower are below the
federal poverty line for a family of four.*®

Ozark County contains the highest percentage, more
than half, of students below the federal poverty line.
The remaining counties, Dade, Dunklin, Oregon and
Shannon Counties all had more than one third of their
students below the poverty line. By contrast, the
average percent of students in poverty for the four
charter counties is 14%. The counties with the highest
percentages of student poverty also have lower

PK-12 students Median
in poverty Income Nonwhite White | Less than HS | HS or above | BA or above

Ozark County | 50.35% $31.947 471% 95.29% 17.68% 82.32% 10.99%
Dade County 36.26% $40,399 6.29% 93.71% 12.82% 87.18% 12.69%
Dunklin

Courty 35.61% $36,380 | 19.63% | 80.37% 93.74% 76.26% 13.82%
223:‘]?;” 35.54% $34 265 6.13% | 93.87% 20.01% 79.99% 14.87%
85%‘:; 34.90% $33,601 5.96% 94.04% 16.92% 83.08% 14.57%
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educational attainment than eligible charter counties;
some of the counties had around one fifth or more of
their residents with less than a high school degree
and none of these five counties had more than 15% of
their residents with a bachelor's degree. Students in
these counties with the highest rates of student
poverty and lower educational attainment, all located
in the southern half of the state, would not be eligible
for an ESA (Figure 2). In fact, 93 of Missouri's 114
counties have higher student poverty rates than the
average student poverty rate (14%) in the four charter
counties.

Figure 2: Eligible Areas (in blue) and Highest
Poverty Counties (in gray)

i .
o
*D‘CIB ﬂ'

Conclusion

Since HB 349 requires students to live in a qualifying
area, students outside of these areas who would
otherwise be eligible through special education
identification or financial need cannot access a tax-
credit scholarship. While there are some differences
among qualifying and non-qualifying areas,
similarities remain. In some instances, non-qualifying
areas exhibit greater need than qualifying areas
based on factors like median income or the percent of
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students in poverty. This finding also is important in
light of our other recent work showing that the
program'’s geographic eligibility restriction is quite
unpopular among Missouri’s registered voters.*

While there are, of course, other measures that could
be used to analyze differences between qualifying and
non-qualifying areas, measures of median income,
educational attainment, nonwhite population, and the
proportion of students in poverty provide meaningful
data useful to describe the aggregate characteristics of
eligible and ineligible areas in the state. In short, the
geographic requirement does not consider an area’s
relative need because the charter status or population
minimum is not directly tied to area or student
characteristics. As a result, our analyses indicate the
highest-poverty counties are excluded from the
program. As Missouri begins implementing its ESA
program, we will start to see how its use may compare
to that identified in previous research and if its
eligibility regulations remain as we have described
above or are changed in the future to include a greater
share of Missouri's students.
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