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Vouchers and Tuition Tax Credits: Claims vs. Truths
For four consecutive years, several publicly-funded voucher and tuition tax credit proposals have been introduced and defeated in the South Carolina General Assembly. Voucher proponents will continue to push their plan in the Statehouse and continue their almost weekly media assault on our public schools. Public school supporters must be prepared and willing to counter the anti-public school rhetoric of pro-voucher groups. In all cases, vouchers and tuition tax credit programs are touted as public school reform measures and giving parents the opportunity to choose what school - private or public - their child should attend. In reality, these plans do neither. These costly, unproven and unaccountable proposals divert much-needed resources from the public schools and the children they serve. Consider these facts:
· Vouchers and tuition tax credits send the message that it is “okay” to abandon public schools – these programs are unaffordable, unaccountable and unproven – there is no silver bullet or easy solution to address all of the issues that challenge public schools.
· Public schools, like other public services exist for the public good and are the responsibility of all citizens. As a public good, public schools should not be treated as a user fee – if I don’t use it, I should not have to pay for it. Citizens who never use the public library aren’t provided a publicly-funded tax credit for the books they purchase or a government voucher to pay for books. Everyone benefits from quality public schools. The quality of public schools impact a community’s quality of life as an economic development tool to recruit and retain jobs.
· Public schools are open to every child, no matter their ability, color, creed or background. Private schools select which students can enroll in their schools.
· Public schools and the dedicated teachers, administrators and support personnel who work in them are accountable to the taxpayers. Public schools must adhere to academic standards, testing and public reporting – private schools do not.
· Vouchers and tuition tax credits hurt public schools financially and only benefit those who are already enrolled in private schools.
Claim
Voucher and tuition tax programs would provide competition and force our public schools to get better.

Truths
1. Every public school in this state already feels the pressure to succeed - whether it is from the belief of competing against a neighboring private or charter school or whether it is competing for the public rating they receive each year.

2. The “competitive playing field” is not the same in a true public school vs. private school scenario. Public schools must adhere to federal and state laws requiring defined qualifications for administrators and teachers, defined academic standards, annual testing, annual reporting, annual school ratings and more. Private schools have no such requirements, which is why they are private.
3. South Carolinians or organizations interested in forming a publicly-funded school have the ability under the state’s Charter School Act by applying to the new state-approved charter school district or through the charter school process in their local school district. 
4. For every study proponents cite claiming vouchers or tuition tax credit programs improve public schools because of competition, there are more reliable, unbiased studies that prove just the opposite. Many of the proponents’ studies were conducted by known voucher support groups and not independent research groups such as the National Center for the Study of Privatization, the US Economic Policy Institute, the National Center for Education Statistics and the U.S. Department of Education.
5. In 2003, researchers from Duke, Stanford, Columbia and Princeton Universities found vouchers fail to have a significant competitive effect on public school districts.
6. Public schools take all children. Private schools can pick and choose their students and that practice is one of their main selling points and a major factor in some private schools being able to operate at an overall lower per pupil cost than public schools.

7. Private schools can and do expel students who misbehave and public schools must enroll them; private schools do not have to enroll students expelled from public school.
Claim
Students are forced to attend failing schools just because of where they live.
Truths
1. There is no doubt that we must as a state address the challenges within our low performing schools. Many of these schools have high percentages of students who must overcome the poverty barrier, high teacher turnover rates, teacher quality concerns, and lack of a support system in the community and at home – none of which is solved through a voucher or tuition tax credit. 

2. South Carolina’s education accountability system provides technical assistance to low performing schools but these schools have deep rooted issues that cannot be solved overnight. A voucher to a few, which is dependent on them being accepted into a private school, only compounds the problem for those students who remain by decreasing resources and support.

3. Federal law allows students who attend a low performing school the opportunity to transfer to a higher performing school - so no student is “forced” to attend any school.

4. It is important to note that South Carolina has set the bar high when rating public schools with nationally-recognized academic standards and testing. Numerous studies reveal that our state tests’ level of proficiency is at a much higher standard than most other states and should be considered when analyzing the “public schools are failing” rhetoric.

5. South Carolina has a nationally-recognized education accountability system that is working. We must stay the course and adjust areas that need adjusting. It takes more than the school to ensure all students achieve. Everyone has responsibilities to ensure low performing schools get the resources and assistance they need to be successful.

Claim
Public schools are failing African-American, and Hispanic students as evidenced by the achievement gap.

Truths

1. South Carolina public schools feel the sense and urgency and recognize the need to close the achievement gaps that exist among African American, Hispanic, and poverty students. These challenges are not unique to South Carolina; they exist nationally in all schools – public and private. In fact, results of a study by the U.S. Department of Education in July 2006 revealed that, when socioeconomic factors are taken into account, students in public schools perform as well or better in most categories than do students in private schools.

2. A 2006 study of the Cleveland voucher program by the National Center for the Study of Privatization in Education found there were no observed academic gains for African-American voucher students and no benefits for voucher users in the second and fourth grades.
3. In 2006, 138 elementary and middle schools were recognized as closing the achievement gaps and are being studied by other schools to determine best practices. 

4. Many SC schools are implementing strategies such as single gender programs, extending instructional time in core subjects, and strengthening remediation programs to close the achievement gap. But there is no easy solution and no clear evidence that vouchers and tuition tax credit programs will eliminate achievement gaps. Efforts to rapidly create new private schools have led to corruption and disruption around the country.
5. While achievement gaps exist, it is important to note that scores on South Carolina’s standardized tests have risen substantially in all grades, in all subjects and across all demographic groups.

6. To address the achievement gap, South Carolina must focus its efforts and resources on proven strategies such as quality early childhood education programs, lower student-teacher ratios in all grade levels, incentives to encourage highly qualified teachers to teach in low-performing schools, and extended instructional time for students who are falling behind.
Claim
We are spending an average of $10,000 per student but our education system is last in the country. Last in SAT, graduation rate…

Truths
1. South Carolina is not last in country. We lead the nation in improvement on every national test. In fact, when analyzing student performance on a variety of national tests, South Carolina ranks near the top half of states nationally. 
2. Roughly 90 percent of all students in South Carolina attend public schools, which are experiencing unprecedented changes in student demographics, struggles with high unemployment in their communities, and an increase in the number of children who must overcome the barriers of poverty. The cost to educate children in poverty is more than children from higher socioeconomic settings. The rate of student poverty increased 75 percent in 2005-2005 in South Carolina public schools and half of them enroll a student body in which 70 percent or more live in poverty.

3. Voucher and tuition tax credit programs cannot guarantee higher performance on national tests and are costly programs to the state. In earlier versions of tuition tax/voucher proposals, the state’s own Board of Economic Advisors estimated the loss in state revenues at between $230 and $500 million.

4. According to the U.S. Department of Justice, South Carolina spent an average of $16,762 per prisoner in 2001 compared to $7,823 per pupil expenditure for the year.

5. National financial studies on existing voucher programs show vouchers often become a subsidy for the private schools and reimburse parents of children already enrolled in private and religious schools.

6. Vouchers are direct state support of religious schools and are constitutionally suspect.

7. Public dollars will be used to fund private education for a select few at a cost to many with absolutely no public accountability of how the money is spent, the quality of schools receiving the money, or what academic achievement results it produces.

Claim
Vouchers and tuition tax programs actually save public schools money because schools would have fewer students to educate and continue to keep their local funds.

Truths
1. This claim is the biggest untruth of all. Unbiased, independent financial studies prove the opposite. The claim is based on the false notion that schools do not have fixed costs – they do. In order to reduce costs, enough students would have to exit the school to eliminate a classroom or school. Interesting to note, the proponents’ initial study making this claim changed the estimated number of students leaving the public schools for private schools from a few thousand statewide to more than 100,000 in the follow-up study. 
2. South Carolina’s new property tax relief law shifts the bulk of the responsibility for school funding, including the local funds, to the state General Assembly. The amount is now allocated on the number of students. As the student enrollment declines, so will the funding; however, fixed costs such as teacher and other school personnel salaries, heating/air conditioning, transportation, etc., remain. Because the majority of school costs are for salaries, savings, if any, would not be realized unless entire schools or classrooms could be closed – that just does not happen under these programs. 
3. Public schools are accountable for the money they spend – money is budgeted in a public forum and debate and results are reported – private schools are not required to follow the same standards.

Claim
Parents ultimately provide the best accountability. They should be allowed to choose what is best for their child?

Counter Points
1. Parents already have choices. Publicly funded vouchers and tuition tax credits do not guarantee parents any more choices than they have now. Parents can only pick the private school to which they will apply and it is the private school - not the parent - that decides which children to accept.
2. It is the parents of children already enrolled in private school who are assured of financial benefit under voucher and tuition tax credit programs proposed in South Carolina.
3.  A June 2005 investigation of voucher schools in Milwaukee by the Milwaukee Journal Sentinel estimated that about 10 percent of the schools visited demonstrate "alarming deficiencies" without "the ability, resources, knowledge or will to offer children even a mediocre education."
4. A 2003 investigation of the Florida voucher program by the Palm Beach Post newspaper, uncovered numerous financial scandals that eventually led to the resignation of the state’s education commissioner. Some of the abuses include a Tampa Islamic school named in a federal terrorism indictment had received $350,000 in corporate tax credit voucher money; a Boynton Beach home-school consultant received voucher money targeted for special needs students; and a bankrupt Ocala man had collected more than a quarter-million dollars in voucher money but had not given out even one voucher.
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