Senate Bill 5 — School Choice
Senators debate whether school choice harms or helps public schools

Supporters of private school choice tout opportunities to innovate, while critics worry about the
financial stability of public schools.
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Several Republican senators called for the national school choice debate to focus less on pitting public
and private schools against each other and more on the best educational experiences for each student
during a Wednesday hearing.

“When you empower parents with choice, they choose the educational system that’s best for them, but
that prompts lower-performing schools to improve, and healthy competition drives results. It is a win-
win,” said Sen. Bill Cassidy, R-La., chair of the Health, Education, Labor and Pensions Committee.

Sen. Bernie Sanders, I-Vt., however, said private school choice programs that provide taxpayer funding
for private school tuition create a two-tiered school system — one for “wealthy and well-connected”
students, and another for “severely underfunded and under-resourced public schools for low-income,
disabled and working-class kids.”

The discussion was held during National School Choice Week and as the federal government prepares to
launch the Education Freedom Tax Credit, a nationally available private school choice program, in 2027.
On Tuesday, the U.S. departments of Education and Treasury released a fact sheet on the program.

The fact sheet emphasized that the program encourages voluntary charitable giving from U.S. taxpayers
to support education and does not divert public money from local or state taxes that support public
school funding. Money generated by the donations could be used by eligible students for a broad set of
expenses for any K-12 public, private or charter school, the fact sheet said.

But a report released Tuesday by Sanders, who is ranking member of the HELP committee, criticized the
program that is estimated to raise $51 billion annually for private school tuition. The report said that
without federal requirements or oversight, private schools would be able to pick and choose which
students to enroll and deny admission to the highest-need students, including those with disabilities.

The Treasury Department and the Internal Revenue Service are currently drafting proposed rules for the
program.
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“Bottom line, in my view, we should be strengthening and expanding public education, the foundation of
American democracy, where Black and White and Latino, rich and poor kids come together in one room”
rather than privatizing public education, Sanders said.
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The hearing also offered insights by other lawmakers and witnesses into state-led private school choice
programs.

John Kirtley, chair of Step Up for Students, a nonprofit scholarship-granting organization in Florida,
shared how the expansion of school choice programs, including education savings accounts, in the state
has benefited public school systems.

“Public school districts are recognizing that they have products and services that scholarship families
want to buy,” Kirtley said. Those services include in-person or online classes and access to clubs and
activities, he said.

This, Kirtley said, is a “perfect example of the blending” of public and private school options and “how
we’re getting away from the ‘us versus them’” mindset.

But in Arizona, the expansion of universal private school choice in 2022 and its harms on the public
school systems is a “cautionary tale,” said Marisol Garcia, president of the Arizona Education Association,
a teachers union.

She cited a report from Rand Corp. last year that found the state’s education savings account program
represented 10% of the Arizona Department of Education’s budget in 2025 — rising from $2.2 million for
the 2011-12 school year to $886 million for 2024-25. As a result, public schools have laid off staff and
closed schools, Garcia said.

“Vouchers have become an excuse to avoid investing in our public schools,” said Garcia, an 8th grade
social studies teacher in Phoenix.

She said some of the money from ESAs has gone toward ski lift tickets and trips to theme parks, while
her last field trip with her students was taking a public bus to visit an area library.



Senate Bill 5 — School Choice

What are Pa.’s lifeline scholarships? School choice, vouchers, and the budget debate, explained
https://www.spotlightpa.org/news/2023/06/pa-school-choice-voucher-budget-explain-history-tax-
credit/

By: Samuel O’Neal
July 29, 2023

HARRISBURG — Private school vouchers are shaping up to be the key sticking point of this year’s
Pennsylvania budget negotiation, with Republicans and Democratic Gov. Josh Shapiro vocally supporting
them and the Democrats who narrowly control the state House digging in their heels in opposition.

The voucher proposal on the table is known as the Pennsylvania Award for Student Success (or PASS)
scholarship program.

It would give between $2,500 and $15,000 per year in state-funded vouchers to eligible students,
depending on grade and whether the student needed special education services. That money could be
used only for tuition at a nonpublic school, or on associated fees, including special education expenses.

This kind of program is often framed as being about school choice, a name for an education movement
that typically asserts taxpayer dollars should flow to students and their families, not to public
educational institutions.

But school choice is much bigger than just vouchers, and it’s also a politically complicated movement.
Here’s the context you should know about this year’s biggest budget fight:

What is school choice?

School choice is a broad term, but the educational programs that tend to fit under its umbrella usually
have at least one thing in common: seeking to use taxpayer dollars to make available a range of
educational opportunities at little or no cost, rather than funding only public schools.

Some school choice options exist within or alongside the public school system.

These include open enrollment policies, in which students can attend any public school regardless of
location; magnet schools, which are public schools that specialize in certain subjects; and charter
schools, which are publicly funded but operate independently of districts.

States may also provide financial assistance to parents who pursue private school options through tax
credits or school choice vouchers, which allow public school students to use public funds to attend
private schools.

These kinds of measures — and vouchers in particular — are especially contentious in Pennsylvania.

Vouchers have long been a top priority for Republican lawmakers in Harrisburg, and some Democrats are
also in favor of the program. This group includes state Sen. Anthony Williams, (D., Philadelphia) who
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described Harrisburg’s debate over school choice as “a false narrative to pit the choice folks against the
public school folks.”

“If you have a school in your district, a public school, that is not educating children, that is not safe, you
shouldn’t be required to send your children there just because of your socioeconomic status,” he said.
“That is just not fair.”

Williams said he happily voted for many budgets over the past eight years that increased public school
funding, including for low-achieving schools in his district, which is predominantly based in West
Philadelphia. “Unfortunately, many schools in my district have not increased their performance. In fact,
their performance went down,” he said.

But other Democrats strongly disagree and have argued it’s not possible for a healthy public education
system to exist alongside a voucher program. Teachers’ unions also take this stance.

Rich Askey, the president of the Pennsylvania State Education Association, said even though Shapiro has
said he won’t support a voucher program that takes away money from public schools, Askey doesn’t buy
the argument.

“There is absolutely no way to create a tuition voucher program that doesn’t take money away from
public schools,” Askey said. “Our public school students don’t have a moment to waste on this nonsense.
Now let’s get to work on passing a budget that supports them and our public schools.”

What are the Educational Improvement and Opportunity Scholarship Tax Credit programs?

Currently, Pennsylvania’s biggest statewide school choice programs are a pair of tax credits — the
Educational Improvement Tax Credit (EITC) and the Opportunity Scholarship Tax Credit (OSTC).

EITC provides tax breaks to corporations that contribute money to nonprofits so they can fund private
school scholarships, or so they can pay for “innovative” programs in public schools.

The OSTC program is similar, but is specifically geared toward students in low-achieving schools. Only
students who attend a school that ranks in the bottom 15% of schools of its kind qualify for the
scholarships OSTC funds.

Both credits are worth 75% to 90% of the value of the contribution a company contributes, and the
maximum tax credit is $750,000 per company. Credits are awarded to companies on a first-come, first-
served basis until the state’s cap on the program is reached. Last year’s budget had EITC capped at $340
million and OSTC capped at $125 million.

Students are eligible for EITC scholarships if their annual household income does not exceed $105,183,
plus $18,514 for each child in the family for the 2022-23 school year. OSTC eligibility guidelines are the
same, with the added caveat that a student must attend a low-achieving school. The average scholarship
value was $2,554 in the 2021-22 school year, the most recent year for which that data is available.



Supporters, who are largely Republican, typically attempt to grow the program each budget cycle. They
face opposition from Democrats who worry they will weaken public schools by cutting state funding and
funneling it to private schools, which do not require funding from the state.

How is the voucher proposal different?

On the table this year is a voucher program for students that would route state money directly into
private schools rather than providing a tax credit to scholarship funders.

In recent years, voucher programs have become increasingly popular across the country.

The idea gained traction in Pennsylvania last legislative session when state Sen. Judy Ward (R., Blair)
introduced a bill to create so-called lifeline scholarships. It didn’t pass then, but Ward reintroduced it this
year with tweaks.

“This legislation will give more children attending low-performing school districts the opportunity to
attend school that better meets their needs,” Ward wrote in a memo to senators.

The state Senate has not considered Ward'’s bill. Instead, chamber leadership used it as a starting point
to negotiate with Shapiro. Those talks resulted in a new version of the program, which senators
amended into a different bill this week and approved.

Instead of lifeline scholarships, the new measure — which passed the state Senate 29-21 on Thursday —
would create the Pennsylvania Award for Student Success (or PASS) program. Many of the fundamentals
are the same as Ward’s original proposal.

Voucher money would be available only to students who attend low-achieving public schools.

Parents with children enrolled in one of these schools would be notified annually that they are eligible
for the scholarship. Qualifying students who apply would be picked on a first-come, first-served basis,
and would be able to only use the scholarship money for tuition at a private school, related fees, or
special education fees at a private school.

The bill would provide $2,500 in annual grants for students in half-day kindergarten, $5,000 for students
attending full-day kindergarten through eighth grade, and $10,000 for high school students. Students
who require special education services would qualify for up to $15,000 annually.

Unlike Ward'’s bill, the new measure restricts participation to children whose families make less than
250% of the federal poverty guidelines. A family of four, for instance, would have to make less than
$75,000 annually to qualify.

It also puts a price tag of $100 million on the program with future increases tied to bumps in the state’s
public education budget.



Ward’s original proposal last session would have taken state funds directly from the public school district
that the student is leaving. But her reworked measure — as well as the newest voucher pitch that
Shapiro and state Senate Republicans negotiated — would be funded via the state’s income tax revenue.

The state would begin awarding scholarships in the 2024-25 school year. Preference would be given in
subsequent years to children who had already received a scholarship.

Who supports vouchers? Who doesn’t?

As with school choice generally, the political debate over vouchers doesn’t cleanly break down along
partisan lines.

Republican lawmakers largely support the scholarships, arguing that they provide parents with important
control over their children’s education. Democrats often oppose them, saying vouchers diminish public
schools and would take away funding for already struggling districts in low-income areas.

But the commonwealth’s top Democrat, Shapiro, supported vouchers on the campaign trail and has
since reiterated his support during budget negotiations, reinvigorating supporters’ advocacy.

“I believe every child of God deserves a shot here in the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania,” Shapiro said
in an interview with Fox News in June. “One of the best ways we can guarantee their success is making
sure every child has a quality education.”

Shapiro has clarified that he would only support vouchers and school choice programs that do not cut
into funding for public schools. That condition is seen as a key reason why Ward adjusted her bill this
session to fund the program from the budget, rather than as a share of districts’ funding.

The governor’s stance on vouchers has resulted in intense backlash from teachers’ unions, labor unions
generally, and public education advocates who argue the programs would harm public education
funding.

Last week, a broad coalition of labor groups that included the state education association Council 13 of
AFSCME; and Local 1776 of the United Food and Commercial Workers union sent Shapiro and Secretary
of Education Khalid Mumin a letter highlighting their disapproval of any effort to fund lifeline
scholarships.

“It is clearly irresponsible to appropriate state funds for tuition vouchers that benefit private and
religious schools when the commonwealth hasn’t met its most basic duty to students who attend our
public schools — the same public schools that the Commonwealth Court has determined are
unconstitutionally underfunded,” the coalition wrote.



