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Synopsis and Key Findings

In the past two decades, many states have created or expanded state programs to support
nonpublic schools and the students enrolled therein.

One factor important to the political debate over such programs is how existing nonpublic
schools can save governments considerable amounts money by providing an essentially
similar product to public schools — a quality education — at very low cost to the taxpayer.

While this matter has been investigated in the literature, this paper refines the cost savings
models used in prior literature and applies them specifically to New Jersey.

This paper provides a conservative estimate on the level of fiscal savings using a general
model for estimating variable costs for public schools. By looking only at variable costs the
model excludes fixed costs such as administration, capital, and building maintenance
expenses which — one could argue — the public schools had to spend anyway. By accounting
for variance in expenditure rates across school districts, different grade levels (i.e. elementary
vs. secondary), and special needs status, this study provides a more refined cost accounting
model than those utilized in prior research.

After conducting this analysis, we found that:

 Public School Expenditures: New Jersey’s 580 public school districts enrolled
approximately 1.32 million students and spent $40.37 billion on non-capital expenditures.
Of this amount, $26.76 billion (66.3%) represented variable costs - including instruction
and student support, averaging $20,316 per pupil.

« Nonpublic School Enroliment and Savings: Nonpublic schools enrolled 160,570 K-12
students across 741 schools statewide, generating an estimated $2.92 billion in savings for
public school districts by absorbing students who would otherwise require public
education.

+ Average Savings: The average nonpublic school saved its local district approximately $3.95
million in variable expenditures, with the average nonpublic school student saving $18,187.

+ Budgetary Impact: If all nonpublic school students attended public schools, district
budgets would need to increase by 7.2% to accommmodate the additional students.

« Conservative Estimate: These figures exclude fixed costs (e.g., facilities, administration)
and additional expenses for special education students. In the long term, an influx of
students into public schools would likely require higher fixed costs for new classrooms,
staff, and infrastructure.
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Introduction

In the state of New Jersey, more than 10% of the state’s 1.4 million elementary and secondary
school students attend nonpublic schools. In Fiscal Year 2022-2023, $142.7 million of state
education funding and negligible local government education funding went to support
these schools — compared to $40.370 billion in spent by New Jersey school districts in the
2022-2023 school year.

Many proponents of nonpublic schools argue that public school districts avoid substantial
fiscal costs when students are enrolled in nonpublic schools. If existing nonpublic schools
closed and enrollment in a public school system increased by 10% — the argument goes -
then public education spending would also need to increase by 10% to meet the increased
demand.

Critics counter that nonpublic schools can only take credit for a fraction of said savings. They
point out that since much of the infrastructure for public education already exists, only a
fraction of public education spending is “variable costs” that change when enrollment goes
up or down.

In the long run all costs are variable — more students will ultimately mean more classrooms
and administrators.! However, the annual state and district budgeting process does not take
this into account. If a school adds 25 more students, it might need to hire another teacher
but not another principal or secretary.

This paper takes a conservative approach to mathematically model the potential savings to
the public school system in New Jersey. By excluding all the fixed cost of school districts and
considering only the variable costs, we estimate the savings to taxpayers resulting from
parents’ choice to educate 160,570 K-12 students — more than 10% of the statewide total -
outside of the public school system.

N. Gregory Mankiw, Principles of Economics, 6th ed (Mason, OH: South-Western Cengage Learning, 2012), 271.
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Literature Review and Objectives

2.1. Literature Review.

There have been several attempts to quantify the variable costs of providing a public school
education. Nearly all have been in the context of quantifying the costs — and potential savings
—from various types of school choice program.

In the 2008 paper “The Fiscal Impact of the Milwaukee Parental Choice Program; 1993-2008,"
Robert Costrell weighed the costs of the Milwaukee voucher program against the savings to
state and local taxpayers.? Costrell found that for every public school student accepting a
voucher averaging $6,501 to attend nonpublic school, state and local taxpayers —who
expended an average of $8,833 per public school pupil - saved $2,332. The main questions
Costrell then addressed were what percentage of voucher recipients would have otherwise
attended public school, and how the savings were allocated between state and local
taxpayers.

In his analysis, Costrell implicitly assumed that the full $8,833 in per pupil expenditures was
realized as a saving by the school district when a student left public school for private school.
He did not distinguish between fixed and variable costs.

This is a commmon approach taken in non-scholarly literature to estimating the savings that
private schools generate for taxpayers. Assuming the full cost of per pupil public school
expenditures is realized when a student attends private school, the savings would be state
per pupil public school expenditures multiplied by nonpublic school enrollment. For
example, the Council for American Private Education on its website estimates that nonpublic
schools save taxpayers $49.9 billion per year using this approach.?

Critics of nonpublic school funding programs have argued that simply multiplying
enrollment by average per pupil expenditures gives an inflated picture of the cost savings
generated by these schools. When a public school system'’s enrollment goes down, Center for
American Progress researchers Neil Campbell and Catherine Brown argue in a 2017 article,
districts’ fixed costs such as building maintenance and utilities remain.*

2 Robert Costrell, “The Fiscal Impact of the Milwaukee Parental Choice Program in Milwaukee and Wisconsin,
1993-2008," (SCDP Comprehensive Longitudinal Evaluation of the Milwaukee Parental Choice Program, 2008).

3 CAPE, “Private Schools Are Good for America,” (CAPE Website: https://capenetwork.org/good-for-america/.
Retrieved 7/24/23).

“The Center for American Progress, “Wouchers Are Not a Viable Solution for Vast Swaths of America,” (CAP website:
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/vouchers-are-not-a-viable-solution-for-vast-swaths-of-america/ . Retrieved
8/1/24).
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In @ 2012 paper “The Fiscal Effects of School Choice Programs on Public School Districts,”
Benjamin Scafidi addressed these critiques. He refined the analysis of savings from students
attending nonpublic school by separately considering public schools fixed and variable costs.
He found that nationwide about 64% of short-run costs are variable and 36% are fixed (in
New Jersey, he found the ratio was 68.8% variable to 31.2% fixed).> In his analysis of public
school expenditure data reported by the National Center for Education Statistics, he
considered spending on instruction, student support, instructional support, enterprise
operations, and food service to be “variable,” and spending on capital expenditures, interest,
general administration, school administration, operations and maintenance, transportation,
and other support to be “fixed.”

Martin Leuken used a more refined and conservative model to estimate the fixed costs of
school districts.® Leuken used public school expenditure data reported by the National
Center for Education Statistics to separately consider the extra expenditures on special
education students — who generally attend public schools at a higher rate than they attend
nonpublic schools — and excluded expenditures on enterprise operations, and food service
from the category of fixed costs. Thus, under Scafidi's more conservative model, only
spending on Instruction, Student Support, and Instructional Support was considered
“variable” while all other spending was considered “fixed.”

In his 2019 paper “The Economics of Building a Voucher or Educational Savings Account
Program in Georgia,” Jeffrey Dorfman used a statistical model to determine the marginal per
pupil cost in each Georgia school district. By regressing expenditure per pupil on enrollment
—with appropriate controls for median household income, average public school size, and
relative state per pupil funding — Dorfman’s model successfully explained 99.6% of the
statewide variation in total spending per school district.

Overall, Dorfman found that the “marginal per pupil cost” exceeded the “average variable
expenditure” (as calculated using Scafidi's method) in all but three of the state’s 159 school
districts. This makes sense — one expects at least some level of variability based on enrollment
even for “fixed” costs like maintenance and food service. Overall, this finding suggests that
the average variable expenditure cost accounting model used by Scafidi and Leuken is even
more conservative than Dorfman’s linear regression model in estimating the savings to
districts from nonpublic schools.

5 Benjamin Scafidi, “The Fiscal Effects of School Choice Programs on Public School Districts,” (Friedman Foundation
for Educational Choice, March 2012).
& Martin F. Lueken, “Fiscal Effects of School Vouchers” (EdChoice, September 2018).
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With regards to special education costs, in 1999, the U.S. Department of Education funded
the Special Education Expenditure Project (SEEP) to estimate the cost of special education in
support of reforms to federal special education allocation formulas. According to the New
Jersey Special Education Expenditure Project, a re-analysis of the original SEEP data, “the
total expenditure to educate the average special education student is an estimated 1.87
times that expended to educate the typical general education student with no special
needs.””

However, the existing literature surrounding nonpublic school savings to taxpayers has not
attempted to disentangle the different costs of special vs. non-special education —even
though nonpublic schools enroll a lower proportion of special education students compared
to public schools, and special education per pupil expenditures are substantially higher than
non-special education per pupil expenditures.

Additionally, the literature to date does not include attempts to disentangle the different
costs of elementary vs. secondary school expenditures, even though in many districts
nonpublic schools enroll different proportion of elementary school students compared to
public schools, and National Center for Education Statistics data on nonpublic school tuition
suggest that educating secondary school pupils is more expensive than educating
elementary school pupils.®

2.2, Objectives.

The goal of this study is to assess the short-term variable savings generated by nonpublic
schools for New Jersey school districts following the most stringent definition of variable

expenditures and taking into account variations in per pupil expenditures among school

districts, elementary vs. secondary schools, and general vs. special education students.

This study will produce a high confidence “minimum” estimate of cost savings to New Jersey
public school systems.

The rest of the paper outlines the data and assumptions used in the model, presents the
model structure and the analysis results.

7 New Jersey Special Education Expenditure Project (SEEP), Page 17. The SEEP represents 1999-2000 school year
data. Unfortunately, no more recent analysis exists of the relationship between special and general education
spending.

& National Center for Education Statistics, 2021 Digest of Education Statistics, “Table 205.50. Private elementary and
secondary enrollment, number of schools, and average tuition, by school level, orientation, and tuition: Selected
years, 1999-2000 through 2011-12." This table shows that consistently since 1999, nonpublic schools report that
secondary school tuition is substantially higher than elementary school tuition. In 2011-2012, the most recent year
tuition data was collected, average nonpublic elementary school tuition was $7,770, compared to $13,030 for
secondary school tuition.
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Data

Substantial data on the public education system in both New Jersey and the United States is
available from government sources; however, data on the non-public segment are sparser.
This analysis utilizes only publicly available data.

Data on New Jersey public school expenditures come from the U.S. Census Bureau. The
“Annual Survey of School System Finances” data file for the 2022-2023 school year was
downloaded from the Census Bureau website on October 21, 2025.° At the time, this was the
latest year for which school district finances data was available. This data was used to obtain
the total expenditures per district on variable costs; it serves as the numerator in the formulas
to calculate district per pupil expenditures.

Data on enrollment in New Jersey public schools comes from the New Jersey Department
of Education (NJ DOE). The “2022-2023 Enrollment District Reported Data” file was
downloaded from the NJ DOE website on October 21, 2025.° The 2022-2023 school year's
enrollment data was selected as the most closely representing the cohort of students upon
whom the FY2022-2023 funding was spent. This data was used to determine the grade
makeup of each district’s total enrollment.

Since NJ DOE enrollment data does not assign enrollment of charter schools by school
district, whereas the U.S. Census Bureau's public school expenditure data does include
charter school spending, we could not simply use NJ DOE enrollment data as the
denominator for calculating expenditure per pupil. Instead, we used Total Enrollment in the
U.S. Census Bureau's “Annual Survey of School System Finances” for calculating per pupil
spending. However, we used the percentage of students enrolled in grades Prek-8 from state
data multiplied by the Total Enrollment in the U.S. Census Bureau's “Annual Survey of School
System Finances” data file to estimate the number of children in Elementary and Secondary
school in each district.

Data on special education student enroliment in New Jersey public schools comes from
the NJ DOE. The “Children Receiving Free and Appropriate Education (Ages 5-21)" file was
downloaded from the NJ DOE website on October 21, 2025." This data is for the 2022-2023
school year. This data was used to estimate each district's portion of expenditures is
dedicated to special education students.

2 U.S. Census Bureau, 2023 Public Elementary-Secondary Education Finance Data, “All Data Items.” Retrieved from:
2023 Public Elementary-Secondary Education Finance Data

9 New Jersey Department of Education, Fall Enroliment Reports, “2022-2023 Enrollment District Reported Data.”
Retrieved from: https://www.nj.gov/education/doedata/enr/enr23/enroliment_2223.zip

" New Jersey Department of Education, IDEA Public Data Report Archive, “2019 Data.” Zip file retrieved from: https://
www.nj.gov/education/specialed/monitor/ideapublicdata/docs/2022public618data/SpecialED_Race_5_21_2223.xlsx
“Free and Appropriate Education” is the term in the federal Individuals with Disabilities Education Act for used to
describe the education to which public school students with identified special needs are entitled. In other words, the
“Children Receiving Free and Appropriate Education” document thus details how many students in each school
district have been identified with special needs.
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Data on enrollment in New Jersey nonpublic schools come from the NJ DOE's Office of
Special Education Programs. The “2022-2023 Nonpublic School Enrollment” and data files
were provided by NJ DOE to Teach Coalition staff via email in 2024 and will be made available
by Teach Coalition upon request. Those data were used to determine the total enrollment of
nonpublic schools in each public school district, which is one of the factors in calculating the
variable expenditure savings nonpublic schools generate for each district. Note: Nonpublic
enrollment does not include Pre-K students, but elementary students likely have a similar
cost profile - or less - than Pre-K students (who require a higher staff to student ratio), so
lumping in Pre-K enrollment with K-8 should - if anything - understate cost savings.

Moments of all data used are provided in Appendix 1.
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Key Assumptions

Assumption 1: Per pupil public school expenditures vary from school district to school
district.

According to the U.S. Census Bureau's “Annual Survey of School System Finances” data file
for the 2022-2023 school year, per pupil expenditures in New Jersey public school districts
varied widely from district to district. While the average expenditure per pupil was $30,653
the lowest was $19,648 (in the Harrison Township School District), and the highest was
$104,626 (in the Saddle River Boro School District)’2, with a standard deviation of $18,038.3

Variable expenditures per pupil also varied, although to a much lesser extent. Statewide
average variable expenditures (see Assumption 4 below) were $20,316 per pupil, with a
minimum of $13,237 (in the Kingsway Regional High School District), a maximum of $46,783
(in the Saddle River Boro District), and a standard deviation of $4,369.

Given these variances in per pupil expenditures, it seems reasonable to assume that
educating a student in one district would likely cost a different amount than educating that
student in a different district.

Assumption 2: Students with special needs are more costly to educate than students
without special needs.

According to the New Jersey Special Education Expenditure Project, a re-analysis of the
original SEEP data, “the total expenditure to educate the average special education student
is an estimated 1.87 times that expended to educate the typical general education student
with no special needs.”

Since no more updated figures are available as to the elevated costs to education special
education students in New Jersey, this study assumes that special education students are
1.87 times more expensive to educate than general education students consistent with the
1999 SEEP study.

2 While the Saddle River Boro School District had $113,509 in per pupil spending, only $50,755 of this was variable
expenditures on the 106 elementary students enrolled in the district itself. Notably, Saddle River Boro School
District's $12M budget includes $5.4M for payments to other school districts — likely for all the secondary school-age
residents of Saddle River Boro to attend high school in other districts given the lack of a local high school. These
inter-district payments are included in the $113,509 total per pupil expenditure figure but are separate from the
$50,755 variable expenditure per pupil figure.

B Excluding twenty two outlier districts with per pupil expenditures over $101,000; generally special education or
vocational school districts with specialized educational programs and therefore outsized educational costs.

“ New Jersey Special Education Expenditure Project (SEEP), Page 17. The SEEP represents 1999-2000 school year
data. Unfortunately, no more recent analysis exists of the relationship between special and general education
spending.
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Assumption 3: Secondary School (Grades 9-12) students are more costly to educate
than Elementary School (Grades PreK-8) students.

Available data on nonpublic school tuition suggests that — at least in the nonpublic school
sector — secondary school is substantially more expensive than elementary school. According
to the U.S. Census Bureau's Digest of Education Statistics, in the 2011-2012 school year tuition
for nonpublic elementary schools was $7,770, compared to $13,030 for secondary schools.®

This does not necessarily mean that school districts expenditures on secondary school
students are 68% higher than those on elementary school students. Nonpublic school tuition
varies broadly from school to school based on many factors (e.g. fundraising ability, religious
affiliation) that may not apply to public schools.

However, it does suggest that it is worthwhile to consider savings generated by elementary
nonpublic school students separately from savings generated by secondary nonpublic school
students.

Assumption 4: “Variable Expenditures” include spending on instruction, student
support, and instructional staff support.

This study defines “variable expenditures” using the same variables in the federal Annual
Survey of School System Finances data utilized by Leuken in his analysis:'®

1. Total Instructional Spending — This includes teacher salaries and benefits and
instructional supplies and purchased services. Tuition payments to other school districts
are excluded.

2. Spending on Student Support — This includes student support services like nurses,
therapists, and guidance counselors.

3. Spending on Instructional Staff Support — This includes expenditures for supervision of
instruction service improvements, curriculum development, instructional staff training,
and media, library, audiovisual, television, and computer-assisted instruction services.

> National Center for Education Statistics, 2021 Digest of Education Statistics, “Table 205.50. Private elementary and
secondary enrollment, number of schools, and average tuition, by school level, orientation, and tuition: Selected
years, 1999-2000 through 2011-12." More recent data is not available because the question on tuition rates has not
been included in the National Center for Education Statistics’ biennial Private School Universe survey since the
2011-2012 school year.

'®Lueken, “Fiscal Effects of School Vouchers”, footnote 24.
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Assumption 5: Nonpublic schools enroll a negligible number of special needs students
whose costs are not covered by government funding.

According to the U.S. Census Bureau's Digest of Education Statistics, in the 2011-2012 school
year, only 7.1% of students in nonpublic schools have an Individualized Education Plan (IEP)

because of special needs or a disability.”” This compares to the 13% of public school students
who have IEPs in the United States as a whole.”® This suggests that families are about half as
likely to send a child to nonpublic school if that child has a special need.

Given the high cost of special education, this is not a surprise. According to the New Jersey
DOE's “Approved Private School for Student with Disabilities” 2022-2023 tuition rate schedule,
the median tuition at state-approved special education nonpublic schools is $82,396 - far
beyond the reach of most families.”

Even with regards to the estimated 7.1% of students with IEPs in nonpublic schools, an
unknown — but likely very large — number are state-funded. New Jersey state law allows
school districts to place a special education student into “Approved Private Schools for
Students with Disabilities” (APSSDs) when the district deems those schools best equipped to
meet that student’s needs.?° The Federal Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA)
and associated case law in Carter vs. Florence County School District and Connors v Mills
allows parents to sue school districts to pay the cost of private school tuition if they can show
the school district cannot provide a “free and appropriate education” in public schools.

Data is not available on precisely how many special education students in New Jersey
nonpublic schools have their tuition paid by school districts via district nonpublic placement
decisions or successful Carters or Connors case challenges. Nonetheless, given the very high
cost of special education tuition it is likely that a very small proportion of special education
students in nonpublic schools are privately paid.

As such, the model in this study for calculating school district savings does not take into
account the heightened cost of special education services — but assumes that schools
districts are mostly covering such costs anyway, even for special student's enrollment in
nonpublic schools?

7 National Center for Education Statistics, Schools and Staffing Survey, 2011-2012, “Table 2. Number and percentage of
all private schools that had any students with an Individual Education Plan (IEP) ... 2011-12.”

'8 National Center for Education Statistics, 2012 Digest of Education Statistics, “Table 51. Number and percentage of
children served under Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, Part B, by age group and state or jurisdiction:
Selected years, 1990-91 through 2010-11."

¥ NJ Department of Education, Approved Private School for Student with Disabilities Tentative Tuition Rate 2022-
2023.

20 Per NJSA Section 18A:46-14

2'In the first Nonpublic School Savings Research study published in 2021, this assumption was not included. Instead,
that study explicitly estimated nonpublic special needs enrollment when calculating savings. However, this may
have overstated the savings to the state because an unknown proportion of nonpublic special needs enrollment is
covered by the state via private school placements.
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Model

5.1. Choosing a Cost Accounting Model.

This analysis uses a mathematical accounting model. Consistent with the approach taken by
Scafidi and Lueken, this model calculates per pupil variable expenditures made by state and
local governments for public school students and uses those results to calculate per pupil
variable expenditure saving from each nonpublic school.

It would have been feasible to run an analysis using a linear regression model, as Dorfman
did; however, such models are most suited for teasing out the different marginal effects of
multiple variables. Since control variables on students in nonpublic schools are not available
(e.g. income, race, parental education), a regression analysis would add additional complexity
without necessarily adding additional explanatory power.

Moreover, regression models are most appropriate for calculating the impact of changes on
the margin and may not hold up in the face of large-scale change. Since the objective of this
study is to quantify total savings to taxpayers from nonpublic schools as whole — as opposed
to the marginal effect of some number of students transferring from nonpublic to public
school — a cost accounting model is more appropriate than a regression model. This is
particularly true in districts where a considerable proportion of students attend nonpublic
schools.

Finally, when Dorfman compared the results from a marginal cost regression model against
the cost-accounting model used by Leuken and Scafidi, he found that his regression model
almost always resulted in higher estimates of savings from students switching to nonpublic
schools than those estimated by the variable expenditure cost accounting model. While this
may simply mean that Dorfman’s model is more adept in teasing out the actual variable
costs per pupil — which would reasonably include certain administrative, cafeteria, and other
costs excluded by Leuken and Scafidi — the most cautious route would be to utilize a cost
accounting model that only considers known variable costs.

With these considerations in mind, this study will utilize the cost-accounting model
employed by Scafidi, limiting the definition of “variable costs” to the more restrictive
categories employed by Leuken, but consider district-by-district spending variations as did
Dorfman. It will also try to account for variations in spending between primary and secondary
pupils, and special and non-special education pupils.
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5.2. Approach to Calculating District-Level Total Variable Expenditures.

The U.S. Census Bureau collects data on a wide range of different expenditure types for each
school district. Following Lueken,?? this model uses the following three variables to
collectively represent variable expenditures for each school district:

» Total current spending for instruction (TCURINST)

» Current operation expenditure — Pupil support (E17)

» Current operation expenditure — Instructional staff support (EQ7)

Together, these represent all expenditures for instruction (including teacher salaries) and
expenditures on supporting students and teachers.

Consistent with Leuken'’s definition of variable expenditures, this study's definition of variable
expenditures excludes spending on buildings, operations, enterprise operations, food service
and non-instructional staff.>®

All calculations were done using Microsoft Excel.
5.3. Model for Calculating District-Level Per Pupil Variable Expenditures.

Based on the assumptions in Section 4, the model for extrapolating School District Variable
Expenditures per student is as follows:

T=(S,*S,)+(L,*L,)+(U,*U,)

Where:
* Tis the Total Variable Expenditures in a given school district.
* S, is the Extra Variable Expenditure Per Special Needs Student (in any grade). The process
for calculating this variable is given in Section 5.2.1.
* S, is the Special Education Enrollment in a given school district.
* L, is the Variable Expenditure per Elementary School (Pre-K through 8th Grade) Student.
* L, is the Elementary School Enrollment in a given school district.*
* U, is the Variable Expenditure per Secondary School (9th Grade through 12th Grade)
Student. The process for calculating this variable is given in Section 5.2.2.
* U_ is the Secondary School Enroliment in a given school district.

2 Martin F. Lueken, “The Tax-Credit Scholarship Audit: Do Publicly Funded Private School Choice Programs Save
Money?" (EdChoice, October 2016).

2 Lueken, in footnote 33, explains how his cost accounting model is even more stringent than Scafidi's, as Scafidi
includes food serve and enterprise operations as variable expenditures, while Leuken does not.

% Pre-K enrollment data was not available from the NJ Department of Education.
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In keeping with Key Assumption #3 above, this model separately considers expenditure rates
on Elementary vs. Secondary school students. On a statewide basis the percentage of public
school students in elementary school (69%) does not differ substantially from the percentage
of private school students in elementary school (67%). However, within a given school district
there may be a substantial mismatch between the grade makeup of the public school
students compared to the nonpublic school students.?®

Likewise, in keeping with Key Assumption #5 above, this model assumes that a negligible
number of special needs students are enrolled in nonpublic schools at parents’ expense.

5.3.1. Calculating Extra Expenditures on Special Needs Students.

In Section 5.2, the variable S, “Extra Variable Expenditure Per Special Needs Student”
represents the extra cost to a school district to educate an average special needs student,
regardless of grade.?®

According to the New Jersey Special Education Expenditure Project (SEEP), a New Jersey-
level re-analysis of the U.S. DoE-funded Special Education Expenditure Project, “the total
expenditure to educate the average special education student is an estimated 1.87 times that
expended to educate the typical general education student with no special needs.” ?’

Assuming this ratio holds for variable expenditures as well, then the per pupil special
education “premium” can be expressed mathematically as:

5,=087*G, or G,=115*S,

Whetre:
* S, is Extra Variable Expenditure per Special Needs student
* G, is General Education Expenditure per Non-Special Needs student

The model described in Section 2.2 above can be simplified into the following which doesn't
account separately for elementary vs. secondary education costs:

(G, *Te) = (L, "L +(U,"Up)

% Indeed, in the 580 school districts recording K-12 enrollment in state data, fully 275 - 47% — had only elementary
school students enrolled. The remainder presumably attended high school in a another districts.

26Since grade- or age-level special needs student data was not available, it was not possible to separately estimate
the cost of elementary vs. secondary school-aged special needs students.

27 New Jersey Special Education Expenditure Project (SEEP), Page 17. The SEEP represents 1999-2000 school year
data. Unfortunately, no more recent analysis exists of the relationship between special and general education
spending.
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Plugging this into the model in Section 2.2, the result is:
T=(S,%S.)+(C,*T,)
Substituting for G, with 115 * S, per the relationship above results in the following:
T=(5,*S.)+(115*S,*T,)

Simplifying, the following calculates S, .

.
VIS 15Ty
E ° E:

This formula, combined with total variable expenditure from the U.S. Census Bureau and
enrollment data from the New Jersey Department of Education, is used to calculate the extra
cost per special needs student for each school district.

5.3.2. Calculating Expenditures on Elementary and Secondary School Students.

The master model described in Section 5.2 assumes that variable expenditures are higher for
secondary school students than for primary school students. This is based on a presumption
that the skills required to teach higher levels of math, science, English, and other subjects are
in higher demand, and therefore hiring teachers with this skill is more costly for school
districts.

This is borne out by the expenditures data from the “Annual Survey of School System
Finances" report for Fiscal Year 2023. In Fiscal Year 2023, average per pupil expenditures in
the 274 NJ school districts serving only students in grades Pre-K through 8 had an average
per pupil variable expenditure of $20,228. This is compared to an average per pupil variable
expenditure of $21,049 in the 50 NJ school districts where nearly all students (>95%) were in
grades 9-12.

Assuming this ratio holds across the board in NJ school districts, it is 4.05% more expensive to
educate secondary school students than elementary school students and this can be

expressed mathematically as follows:

U,=10445%L, or L,=0943*U,
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Assuming (G *T.)= (L, *L.)+(U,6*U,), and substituting U = 1.0445 * L, results in the
following:

(G,*T.)=(L, *L,)+(10445%L *U,)

Simplifying, the following formulas can be used to calculate L,
|- (G, *Tg)
YL+ (10445*U,)

This formula, deriving G, via the calculations described in Section 2.4 above and using
enroliment data from the New Jersey Department of Education, is used to calculate the extra
cost per special needs student for each school district.

5.4. Model for Calculating Nonpublic School-Level Savings to School Districts.

The model uses the following formula to calculate Nonpublic School-Level Savings to School
Districts:

7—N = ([_V * LN) * (UV * Ul\l)

Whetre:
* T, is the Total Expected Savings to a school district generated by a given nonpublic
school.
* L, is the Variable Expenditure per Elementary School Student of the school district where
the nonpublic school was located.
* L, isthe Grades K-8 School Enrollment in a given nonpublic school.
+ U, is the Variable Expenditure per Secondary School Student of the school district where
the nonpublic school was located.
* U, is the Grades 9-12 School Enroliment in a given nonpublic school.

Once the savings from each nonpublic school have been estimated, the total estimated
savings from all nonpublic schools in a given geographic area (e.g. a district, county, or state)
is obtained by adding together the estimated savings from each nonpublic school in that
geographic area.
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5.5. The Lakewood Exception.

One important outlier to consider is the Lakewood Township School District. This district
enrolled 5,023 public school students but spent $225 million — $69,478 per pupil — on these
students.

This skewed spending figure is most likely because it contains 139 nonpublic schools
enrolling 45,800 students — a uniquely high 9:1 ratio of nonpublic to public school students.
Since the district budget includes transportation services and special education placements
for nonpublic school students, the $69,478 per pupil figure is likely inflated.

This is particularly problematic for our model given that over a fourth of nonpublic school
students in the state attend a school located in Lakewood Township. An inflated cost per
pupil in Lakewood could result in a vast overestimate of taxpayer savings statewide.

To avoid overestimating taxpayer savings, in our analysis we have used the statewide average
for per pupil expenditures for all schools located in Lakewood. This provides a much safer
estimate of the taxpayer savings from nonpublic schools tudents.
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Results

6.1. District-Level Total and Per-Pupil Variable Expenditures.

According to U.S. National Center for Education Statistics data, there were 1,317,045 students
enrolled in public schools in 580 school districts across the state. These school districts spent
a total of $40.3 billion on all non-capital expenditures. The average school district enrolled
2,271 students and spent $69.6 million, for a per pupil expenditure of $30,653.

Table 1- NJ School District Enrollment and Expenditures?®

. Variable All
Enroliment Variable Expenditure All Expenditures
(PreKk-12) Expenditures Pper Pupil Expenditures Eer Pupil !
All Districts 1,317,045 $26,756,869,000 $20,316 $40,370,896,000 $30,653

Of this, $26.756 billion (or 66.3%), was spent on variable expenditures including student
instruction, teacher support, and pupil support. This finding — which is consistent with
Scafidi’'s earlier estimate of 68.8% using a less cautious definition of variable costs — amounts
to $20,316 in average variable expenditures per pupil.?®

6.2. Savings Generated by Nonpublic Schools for Public School Districts.

According to New Jersey Department of Education data, in the 2022-2023 school year 741
nonpublic schools enrolled 160,570 K-12 students.

Applying the models in Section 5, this study concludes that nonpublic schools saved New
Jersey public schools $2.92 billion in variable expenditures during the 2022-2023 school year.
The average nonpublic school saved its local school district $3.9 million in variable
expenditure alone, or an average of $18,187 per pupil *°

26 Moments of this data are available in Appendix A, Table Al. The full dataset is available in Appendix B.

2 The process for deriving this estimate can be found in Appendix B.

30 The process for deriving this estimate can be found in Appendix C. Note that the $25,777 Average Savings per
Nonpublic Pupil in Table 2 is slightly off from the $21,385 Variable Expenditure Per Pupil in Table 1. This suggests that
—all else being equal — the districts where nonpublic schools tend to be located have slightly higher average
expenditures than the statewide total.
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Table 2 - NJ School District Savings from Nonpublic Schools®

Total . Average Savings Averages Savings
%zl:mgf)lzf Enrolliment Tfotaéissi:li'cr;gs Per Nonpublic Per Nonpublic
(K-12) School Pupil
Nonpublic
Schools with 741 160,570 $2,920,239,641 $3,945,966 $18,187
K-12 Students

The average school district hosting at least one nonpublic school contained 2.7 nonpublic
schools and saved $10.7 million in variable expenditures.®

This study suggests that if all 160,570 nonpublic school students in the 741 nonpublic schools
attended local public schools in 2022-2023, then school districts would have needed to
increase their combined $40.37 billion budget by at least $2.92 billion (+7.2%).

In practice, the budgetary impact of nonpublic school students attending public schools
would not be evenly distributed. Districts with relatively small nonpublic school populations
would be lightly impacted while those with relatively large nonpublic school populations
would be very heavily impacted.

This is a conservative estimate — it includes only some of the variable costs (i.e. spending on
teacher salaries and teacher and student support) and excludes extra district spending from
any newly enrolled special education students.

In the long run, if there was an influx of more students into the public school system then
fixed costs would also increase reflecting the expense of building additional classrooms,
hiring additional administrative, custodial, and cafeteria staff, and other such expenses.

S'Moments of this data are available in Appendix A, Table A2. The full dataset is available in Appendix C.
32 The process for deriving this estimate can be found in Appendix D.
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Discussion

7.1. Limitations.
7.1.1. NCES vs. NJ DoE Enroliment Figures.

The district-level enrollment figures reported by the NJ Department of Education differed
somewhat from the total 1,317,045 enrollment reported by the U.S. National Center for
Education Statistics.

This may be for several possible reasons, such as inclusion of charter school enrollment in the
district totals and taking attendance at various times during the year.

However, this discrepancy should not significantly impact this study’s findings, as this
amounts to less than a 4% difference in overall enrollment. In no district did it exceed a 17%
difference.

The New Jersey Department of Education enrollment data was utilized for this study because
this dataset included grade-level enrollment data, whereas the National Center for Education
Statistics enrollment figures included only a district-wide total.

7.1.2. Lack of District of Residence Data for Nonpublic Schools.

When estimating the savings from a nonpublic school's operations, this study multiplied the
per pupil variable expenditures in the school district where the nonpublic school is located
(the “district-of-attendance”) by the enrollment in the nonpublic school. This method
assumes that most students attend nonpublic schools in the same districts as their homes.
However, in the event a nonpublic school closed, and its students moved to public school,
they would most likely attend public school near the students’ residences (their “district-of-
residence”) — which is not necessarily where the nonpublic school had been located.

These differences could even out statewide; if one nonpublic school is located in a lower
expenditure district compared to its parents’ homes, that might be cancelled out by another
nonpublic school located in a higher expenditure district.

However, to the extent that nonpublic schools tend to be located in lower- or higher-
expenditure school districts relative to their parent bodies’ districts of residence, the
estimates of overall savings to school districts may be high or low.
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7.1.3. Sensitivity Analysis.

This study estimated that nonpublic schools save districts over $2.92 billion annually. The
standard deviation of variable expenditures amongst regular school districts was $4,137 for
elementary school students and $4,321 for secondary school students.?

If the variable expenditures per pupil in a nonpublic school students’ district of residence
were in fact one full standard deviation lower than variable per pupil expenditures in the
district where the student attends nonpublic school, then savings from elementary
nonpublic school students would be $440 million lower (Std. Deviation of $4,137 * 106,407
elementary nonpublic students) and savings from secondary nonpublic school students
would be $234 million lower (Std. Deviation of $4,321* 54,163 secondary nonpublic students).

Table 3 - Sensitivity Analysis®*

Nonpublic Nonpublic Variable Per Variable Per
Elementary Secondary Pupil Exp.,  Pupil Exp., Estimated Estimated Total
Enrollment Enroliment Elementary Secondary, Savings, Savings, Estimated
(Grades K-8, (Grades 9-12, Weighted Weighted Elementary Secondary Savings
+Ungraded) +Ungraded) Average Average
Base
Estimate 106,407 4] $17 $18,47 $1,881594,981  $1 10 $2881 1
(See 06,40 54,163 ,683 8,470 ,881,594,98 ,000,390,610 ,881,985,59
Section 6.2)
Pessimistic
Scenario
(-1 Std. 106,407 54,163 $13,546 $14,149 $1,441389222  $766352287  $2,207,741,509
Deviation)
Optimistic
Scenario 106,407 54,163 $21,820 $22,791 $2,321,800,740  $1234,428933  $3,556,229,673
(+7 Std. i 1 ’ 1 1 i ' ’ ' 1 1 i '
Deviation)

Thus, even if these estimates are off by $674 million — one standard deviation of the variable
expenditure across districts — annual savings to districts from nonpublic school students
would still be over $2.2 billion.

Conversely, it is equally possible that this underestimates the savings from nonpublic schools.
If district-of-residence per pupil variable expenditures were a full standard deviation higher
than district-of-attendance per pupil variable expenditures, then the result of $2.92 billion
would be undercounting nonpublic schools' savings to districts by $674 million. Thus, annual
savings to districts from nonpublic schools could be as high as $3.6 billion.

3318 special education services districts were excluded from this measure of variance because their extraordinarily
high per pupil costs skew the measures of variance, and this study already assumes that there are a negligible
number of privately paid special education students enrolled in nonpublic schools. (See Assumption #5 in Section 4).
34 Enrollment and variable per pupil expenditure data for nonpublic schools (including standard deviations) is
summarized in Table A2 and detailed in Appendix C.
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7.2. Conclusion.

Applying a cautious model for estimating savings from nonpublic schools to New Jersey
school districts, this study found that in the 2022-2023 school year nonpublic schools saved
New Jersey school districts an estimated $2.92 billion. If all these nonpublic schools closed at
the end of the current school year, then next year school districts would have needed to
increase their combined budgets by 7.2% — a figure that would even be higher in districts
with large nonpublic school populations.

Even assuming a scenario where the estimates of variable expenditures were off by a full
standard deviation, then the minimum estimate of savings would be no less than $2.2 billion
and possibly as high as $3.5 billion.

Since this model uses readily available federal data on public school district expenditures and
state data on public and nonpublic school enrollment, this analysis could easily be replicated
in any other state that reports nonpublic school-level grade enrollment data. Such states
include New York, California, Florida, Pennsylvania, California, Maryland, and many others.

For interested researchers, it may even be feasible to replicate this study on a nationwide
scale using data from the National Center for Education Statistics semi-annual Private School
Universe Survey.

These should provide high confidence estimates of the minimum savings nonpublic schools
generated for their host school districts, and ultimately local, state, and federal taxpayers.
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Appendix B: Enrolilment and Variable Expenditure Calculations,
by Public School District.

The base data and results from applying this study’'s Model for Calculating District-Level Per
Pupil Variable Expenditures found in Section 5.3 are available at this webpage:

Appendix C: Enroliment and Variable Expenditure Calculations,
by Nonpublic School.

The base data and results from applying this study’s Model for Calculating Nonpublic School-
Level Savings to School Districts found in Section 5.4 are available at this webpage:

https://teachcoalition.org/content/uploads/2026/02/Appendix-C-Enrollment-and-Variable-
Expenditure-Calculations-by-Nonpublic-School-2022-2023.pdf

Appendix D: Savings Generated by Nonpublic Schools,
by Public School District.

The base data and results from tabulating each nonpublic school’'s estimated savings by
district and statewide are available at this webpage:

https://teachcoalition.org/content/uploads/2026/02/Appendix-D-Savings-Generated-by-
Nonpublic-Schools-by-Public-School-District-2022-2023.pdf
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