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Statewide Disability Groups Share Legislators’ Concerns About Special Needs Vouchers
Madison, WI – The four largest statewide disability education advocacy groups in Wisconsin support concerns voiced
publicly this week by Republican Senators regarding expansion of vouchers for students with disabilities to attend
private schools.
Republican Senate President Mike Ellis publicly stated this week that a majority of Republican Senators do not support
the current Governor’s budget proposal to expand all voucher programs statewide, including special needs vouchers.
“We agree with Senator Ellis that special needs vouchers could negatively affect students with disabilities and
definitely harm Wisconsin school districts, particularly small districts,” said Beth Swedeen, Executive Director of the
Wisconsin Board for People with Developmental Disabilities. “If students with disabilities use vouchers to attend a
private school, their rights and access to special education services such as instruction, special education teachers,
therapies, and technology are not guaranteed.”
Added Jan Serak, Co-Executive Director of Wisconsin FACETS, “Laws to protect students, like seclusion and
restraint, do not apply in private schools, which increases risks for students with disabilities. Other states with special
needs vouchers have seen fraud and double-dipping by for-profit programs that do not provide quality instruction.”
Disability advocates also have concerns about the overall financial impact private school vouchers will have on public
schools statewide.
“If special needs vouchers are passed, students who remain in public schools will have less support,” said Hugh Davis,
Executive Director of Wisconsin Family Ties. “Special needs vouchers take funding away from public schools,
creating hardship for local districts.”
Lisa Pugh, Public Policy Coordinator with Disability Rights Wisconsin, said disability education advocates also agree
with public statements by Senators Ellis and Luther Olsen that public education funding needs to increase across the
board. Governor Walker’s current budget proposal would result in no increases for public schools.
“Clearly, the costs of transportation, heating, food, salaries and other school expenses have risen with the cost of
living, just like in all other sectors of the economy. Special education costs rise at an even higher rate,” Pugh said. “We
are hearing from families that cuts in the general education budget from the last biennium continue to affect students
with disabilities who spend the majority of their day in the regular classroom. We desperately need additional per-pupil
costs in this upcoming budget.”
Senators Ellis and Olsen have proposed a $150-per-pupil increase in funding for public schools. Pugh said disability
advocates also support increases specifically for special education funding and high-cost special education funding.
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