Action Alert!

Tax Credits, Deductions or Vouchers?  

Talking Points On Parallel Ways to Erode Public School Funding


The effort to undermine public education includes trying to starve public school districts of funding adequate to meet high public expectations, and various ways of diverting general fund dollars from public to private school coffers.  


Convinced that vouchers, where implemented, are failed vehicles opponents to public education turn to other strategies for dollar competition.  So what’s wrong with putting public funds into private schools?


The long-term goal is to make all schooling an activity supplied by private sources: for-profit management companies, religious organizations and home schools. The choice movement believes that targeted voucher plans, such as those in Florida, Milwaukee and Cleveland, give them a foot in the door en route to achieving this goal. While many of those who want to privatize education choose their words very carefully, others are more candid about their goals. The Heartland Institute’s Joseph Bast has urged others who share his group’s extreme agenda to be patient. “The complete privatization of schooling might be desirable, but this objective is politically impossible for the time being. Vouchers are a type of reform that is possible now, and would put us on the path to further privatization.”
  Tuition tax credits and deductions have virtually the same effect as vouchers. Both schemes divert funds from public schools to private organizations with little or no public oversight. Andy LeFevre, who directs an education task force for the ultra-conservative American Legislative Exchange Council, has praised tuition tax credits as a viable policy alternative, stating that, “the end goal is the same as a voucher; it’s just a different way to come about it.” 

  Since private schools are free to reject students as they wish, tuition tax credits and deductions do not guarantee parents more choices. A 1998 survey by the U.S. Department of Education of private schools in large inner-cities found that between 70% and 85% of schools would "definitely or probably" not be willing to participate in a voucher program if they were required to accept "students with special needs such as learning disabilities, limited English proficiency or low achievement." Among religious schools, 86% expressed this same unwillingness to participate. There is no reason to believe that these schools would be more willing to accept these students under a tuition tax credit plan.

  Tuition tax credits primarily benefit families that can already afford to enroll their children in private schools. Many families cannot afford to pay private school tuition and then wait to be reimbursed with a "credit" for that amount. In fact, many poor families earn so little that they may not even qualify for a tax credit. In Pennsylvania, several private school officials have admitted that students already enrolled in their schools are the ones taking advantage of most of the tuition tax-credit "scholarships" provided under the state’s law. A number of the schools benefiting from tuition tax credit scholarships serve predominantly affluent and middle-class neighborhoods, rather than low-income areas where the neediest students tend to live. 

  In Illinois, nearly half of all tuition tax credit dollars in 2000 were claimed by those earning more than $80,000 a year. But the Illinois bill was classic bait and switch. According to tax returns for 2000, the first year the tax credits were in effect, taxpayers with an income of $80,000 or more received 46 percent of the total credit given out. Taxpayers earning $60,000 to $80,000 received another 20 percent. Taxpayers making under $20,000 a year received less than 3 percent of the credits. 

Arizona's tuition tax credit program similarly benefits mainly affluent families rather than poor ones. 

  Like vouchers, tuition tax credits deplete state revenues, making less money available for needed improvements in public schools. Since 1998, Arizona's tuition tax credit law has squandered tens of millions of dollars - money that could have been devoted to proven reforms that strengthen education. 

  Tuition tax credit laws can exacerbate existing gaps between low-income schools and schools that serve wealthier communities. A study by Arizona State University's Glen Wilson found that the public schools in the poorest areas and with the lowest test scores received the least public money from tax credit donations. 

  Even more than vouchers, tuition tax credits lack accountability. Public schools are required to report the results of budget decisions, teacher qualifications, curriculum, standardized test scores and more. Yet tuition tax credit laws do not hold private schools accountable in the same way. For example, in states where these programs exist, there are few regulations governing the operation of tax credit scholarship organizations. The Arizona Department of Revenue's chief economist has himself admitted that there are "lots of possibilities for abuse." 

  A close look at tuition tax credit laws that have been written to include public schools reveals that, in practice, low income parents receive very little in the form of tax credits. Since only private schools charge tuition—which can be a significant expense—the tax credit serves primarily as a reward for parents with children in private schools. The inclusion of public schools in these laws may simply obscure their real intentions: to divert public money to private schools.” In Illinois, the $250 minimum expense requirement means that most families with children in public schools will probably be ineligible for the credit. In a lawsuit challenging the constitutionality of the Illinois law, it was estimated that public school students pay tuition, book fees and lab fees of less than $40 on average.10 

  Since 1981, voters have soundly defeated tuition tax credit proposals in Oregon, Colorado, Utah and the District of Columbia.
Finally, Americans don’t want an alternative to public schooling.  In a national poll this year, Americans chose “reforming the existing public school system” over “finding an alternative” to the current system by a 69-to-27 percent margin. In last year’s annual Phi Delta Kappa-Gallup poll on education, 71 percent of public school parents gave a grade of A or B to the school attended by their oldest child.
