Legislative Alert

TO:
School Board Members and Superintendents

FROM:
Scott Price, SCSBA General Counsel

Re:
Voucher/tuition tax credit legislation resurfacing in the House this week
DATE:

Wednesday, April 26, 2006

Action

Contact your House members immediately and urge them to vote AGAINST any amendment providing vouchers and/or tuition tax credit legislation in any form.
The organization pushing vouchers and tuition tax credits (South Carolinians for Responsible Government) has sent a legislative alert to its grassroots network stating their voucher, tuition tax credit legislation will be introduced on the House floor this week as an amendment to another bill. Their alert (in italics) states the following:

TO: SCHOOL CHOICE SUPPORTERS
FROM: RANDY PAGE
Word has it that school choice may be debated on the floor of the South Carolina House of Representatives this week. Sponsors of our school choice bill, H.4534, may amend another bill on the House floor in an effort to give educational options to children across South Carolina.
We need to call the following representatives with a short message saying "We understand that school choice may be debated on the floor of the House this week and we would appreciate your support."
The representatives that we need to contact are:
Representative Converse Chellis Home (843) 873- 8459; Capitol office (803) 734-3113
Representative Marty Coates Home (843) 678- 9826; Capitol office (803) 734-2975
Representative Marion Frye Home (803) 532- 6144; Capitol office (803) 734-3275
Representative Davey Hiott Home (864) 878- 3497; Capitol office (803) 734-3323
Representative Lanny Littlejohn Home (864) 474- 9329; Capitol office (803) 734-3007
Representative Joe Mahaffey Home (864) 949- 0432; Capitol office (803) 734-3028
Representative Harold Mitchell Home (864) 621- 0881; Capitol office (803) 734-6638
Representative Phil Owens Home (864) 306- 2909; Capitol office (803) 734-3237
Representative Ted Pitts Home (803) 356-0023; Capitol office (803) 734-2972
Representative Phil Sinclair Home (864) 583- 4762; Capitol office (803) 734-3008
Representative B.R. Skelton Home (864) 868- 3495; Capitol office (803) 734-3036
Representative Fletcher Smith Home (864) 235- 8652; Capitol office (803) 734-3059
Representative Scott Talley Home (864) 587- 1652; Capitol office (803) 734-3005
Representative Michael Thompson Home (864) 222-1753; Capitol office (803) 734-3014
Representative Mac Toole Home (803) 755- 6542; Capitol office (803) 734-2973
Representative David Umphlett Home (843) 899- 1744; Capitol office (803) 734-2946
Representative Seth Whipper Home (843) 744- 1976; Capitol office (803) 734-3191
Representative Bill Whitmire Home (864) 638- 2970; Capitol office (803) 734-3068
It doesn't matter if you know these legislators or not. Please make every effort to contact them as soon as possible. This may be the last opportunity of the year to have this legislation debated.
Thanks again for your continued support.
Components of the legislation

H.4534 Educational Opportunity Scholarship Act would divert public school funds through vouchers, called Educational Opportunity Scholarships, and tax credits to parents to pay for private school tuition or home school fees. The amount of taxpayer-funded-vouchers and the qualifying factors are:

· The lesser of $4,500 or the actual tuition paid for students with a household income of less than 200% of the federal poverty level ($48,000 for family of 4) and who are zoned to attend or attend a school that has been rated Below Average or Unsatisfactory. Once a student becomes a ‘qualifying student’, he/she is eligible for the voucher until high school graduation, even if his resident school’s rating improves or he moves to another school zone or school district.

The amount of tax credits that can be applied against a person’s state income tax and the qualifying factors are:
· The lesser of $1,000 or actual tuition paid for each student attending a private school. This would apply to all students currently enrolled in private schools.

· The lesser of $500 or actual expenses paid for each student being home schooled. This would apply to all students currently being home schooled.

Parents of children identified as special needs, are eligible for either a tax credit or voucher up to 75% of what the state spends on the individual child’s particular special needs.
The so-called accountability provisions are in name only. Voucher schools would have to annually administer either state test or nationally recognized, norm‑referenced tests, or both, in math and language arts (public schools have to test in math, ELA, science, and social studies) and provide the parents of each student with a copy of the results (which public schools do in addition to advertising the results in the newspaper along with their performance rating). There are no accountability provisions for tax credit schools.

Our View

SCSBA opposes state-mandated efforts to subsidize elementary or secondary private, religious or home schools with public funds.
As statewide lawmakers, legislators must ask “would this program would improve public schools and the children they serve?” The answer is simple, NO. Vouchers and tuition tax credit programs do nothing to improve public schools and in fact, often result in a decline in school and student performance. Implementation of voucher programs sends a clear message that we are abandoning our public schools. Additional reasons to oppose vouchers and tuition tax credit programs:
Unaffordable
· In 2005, there were more than 280 schools rated Below Average or Unsatisfactory. Vouchers would drain resources in these financially-strapped schools further weakening them for the students who remain.  While state revenues decline, fixed costs such as heating/air conditioning, transportation, etc. remain.

· 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. In SC, parents of an estimated 65,000 students already affording private school tuition would be eligible for state tax credits.

· In earlier versions of tuition tax/voucher legislation, the state’s own Board of Economic Advisors estimated the loss in state revenues to average more than $230 million.

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

Unaccountable

· Public dollars will be used to fund private education for a select few 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.

· Private and religious schools are not required to follow the same state and federal education accountability requirements of public schools such as content standards, annual testing, annual school report cards, hiring highly qualified teachers, etc.
· In reality, it is the private school – not the parent - that decides if a student can attend their school.
Unproven

There is no research consensus that indicates vouchers or tax credits improve either student achievement or public school performance. Results of several recent studies of voucher programs are as follows:

· A 2006 study of the Cleveland’s voucher program by 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 second and fourth grade after statistical adjustments are made for students prior ability and time spent at a private school.
· 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."
· A 2005 study of 4th graders’ and 8th graders’ national math test scores by the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign found that public school students significantly outperform their private school peers after controlling for demographic and socioeconomic factors.
· In 2003, researchers from Duke, Stanford, Columbia and Princeton Universities found vouchers fail to have a significant competitive effect on public school districts. (Economic Policy Institute)
· 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.
· There are very few private special education schools in South Carolina. In fact, in a similar voucher program in Florida, about 98 percent of all voucher-eligible special needs students are not participating in the program. Lack of participation indicates either parental satisfaction with public school special education services or shortcomings including the very high cost of private special education school tuition, lack of special education services in private schools, lack of participation by private schools, and lack of transportation services.
Support Proven Methods to Improve Student Achievement
· Quality preschool programs for four-year-olds that ensure children are ready for school.

· Lower student-teacher ratios for all grade levels.

· Incentives to encourage highly qualified teachers to teach in low-performing schools.
