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March 13, 2013 
 
James McLean 
Chair, House Education Committee 
20 Mill Run Trail 
Batesville, AR 72501 
 

Ann V. Clemmer 
Vice Chair, House Education Committee 
7415 Camille Drive 
Benton, AR 72019 

Dear Chair McLean and Vice Chair Clemmer: 
 
On behalf of our Chapter and the Arkansas members of Americans United for Separation 
of Church and State, we write to urge you to oppose HB 1897, which would create a 
voucher program, and SB 2260, which would create a voucher programs for students 
with special needs.  Although we support the goal of improving educational 
opportunities for students, including those with special needs, vouchers are more likely 
to undermine rather than improve the education of these students.  Voucher programs 
do not improve educational achievement.  Instead they strip students of rights and 
protections that they are provided in the public schools, and they violate fundamental 
principles of religious freedom.  Accordingly, we oppose this bill.  
 
Vouchers Do Not Improve Student Achievement or Resources 
According to multiple studies of the District of Columbia,1 Milwaukee,2 and Cleveland3 
school voucher programs, students offered vouchers do not perform better in reading 
and math than students in public schools.  In 2011, the Wisconsin Legislative Audit 
Bureau released a five-year longitudinal study,4 which concluded that students in 
Milwaukee using vouchers to attend private and religious schools perform no better on 
standardized tests than their counterparts in public schools.  Similarly, the U.S. 
Department of Education studied the D.C. voucher program for five years and found the 
program produced no statistically significant improvements overall in educational 
achievement. 
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Cleveland Scholarship and Tutoring Program, Executive Report 1998-2002 (Feb. 2006). 
4 Legislative Audit Bureau, Test Score Data for Pupils in the Milwaukee Parental Choice Program (Report 4 of 5), 17 (Aug. 2011) (“The 
project’s five-year longitudinal study shows no significant difference in the performance of Choice and similar MPS pupils after four 
years of participation.”) 



 
 
 
 

 

 
Vouchers for Students with Special Needs Do Not Improve Student Achievement or 
Resources and Undermine IDEA Protections 
Moreover, vouchers limited to students with special needs, such as Florida’s “McKay 
Scholarships for Students with Disabilities” or the Ohio voucher program for students 
with autism spectrum disorders, have also failed to improve the education of students 
with special needs.5  A March 2008 study of the Ohio autism voucher concluded that it is 
not “sound education policy,” that it “exacerbates inequality,” and that it “should not be 
emulated in other states.”6  Similarly, a 2007 study found that the McKay voucher was 
“seriously flawed”7 and created “[m]ore [p]roblems [t]han [s]olutions.”8 
 
A voucher for students with special needs runs contrary to the Individuals with 
Disabilities Education Act’s (IDEA) fundamental purpose as a civil rights law—to bring 
students with disabilities into the public school system, provide them access to the 
general education curriculum, and protect against the history of exclusion of students 
with disabilities from public schools.  Vouchers place students in private schools—
institutions that do not have to follow the same inclusionary practices as public 
schools—and thus may isolate students with disabilities from their nondisabled peers.  
With the Ohio autism voucher, for example, fully 75% of claims for vouchers were for 
use at providers “created to primarily or exclusively serve disabled students.”9   
 
In addition, students who leave the public schools with a voucher are considered to be 
parentally placed in the private school, and thus forfeit many of the protections provided 
to students under IDEA.  For example, students accepting vouchers would not 
necessarily receive all of the services that are listed on their individualized education 
plans (IEPs) that they are currently receiving in their public school.  Also, when members 
of the IEP team, which includes the parents, cannot agree on the services that a child 
should receive, the parents have the right to bring their concerns before a hearing officer 
and ultimately to take the school district to court.  Students who are parentally placed in 
a private school through a voucher, however, do not have any similar due process 
protections.  Finally, if a school district determines through the evaluation and IEP 
process that it cannot adequately provide the necessary services for a student with 
disabilities in its school system, then that child could be placed by the IEP team in a 
private school, with all the protections of IDEA and at no cost to the student’s family.  In 
contrast, when a student attends a private school using a voucher, the parent must pay 
all tuition and fees above the costs covered by the voucher. 
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The services, protections, and rights provided under SB 2260 are significantly weaker 
than those provided to students in the public schools. 
 
Vouchers Lack Accountability 
Most voucher programs lack sufficient accountability measures.  They lack effective 
regulation, reporting, monitoring, and transparency.  The current administrator of the 
D.C. voucher program, for example, admitted that quality control is “a dead zone, a blind 
spot” of the program.10  And a report issued by the Government Accountability Office 
(GAO) revealed that the D.C. program has failed to meet even basic statutory 
requirements.  For example, the administrator permitted schools to participate—and 
allowed students to attend schools—even though they lacked a valid D.C. occupancy 
certificate, failed to submit required financial data, and failed to submit required annual 
operational reports with basic information on curriculum, teachers’ education, and 
school facilities.11  
 
Similarly, the state of Georgia has given out $170 million in tuition tax credits since 
2008, yet it is difficult to determine “how the money was spent and on whom.”12  There 
is no way to determine whether the private schools funded are successful or failing, 
whether the program is serving low-income students, or whether the program is 
supplying tuition to kids who were and would be attending private schools regardless of 
the tuition tax program.13   
 
The State cannot justify using taxpayer dollars on programs that are in no way 
accountable to the taxpayer. 

 
Arkansas Taxpayers Should Not Be Forced to Fund Religious Schools and 
Education 
We recognize the value of religious education and know that parochial schools can serve 
a valuable role for many children, but because most parochial schools either cannot or 
do not wish to separate the religious components of the education they offer from the 
academic programs, these schools must be funded by voluntary contributions, not the 
taxpayer.  One of the most dearly held principles of religious liberty is that government 
should not compel any citizen to furnish funds in support of a religion with which he or 
she disagrees, or even a religion with which he or she does agree.  Voucher programs, 
however, violate that central tenet: they use taxpayer money to fund primarily religious 
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education.  Parents certainly may choose such an education for their children, but no 
taxpayer should be required to pay for another’s religious education. 
 
In addition, religious organizations and schools that rely on voluntary participation and 
contributions are likely to flourish.  Government funds, however, threaten to shift 
religious schools’ monetary source from the followers of their religion to the 
government treasury.  And, with that shift, they also risk losing their religious identity, 
teachings, and message.  To remain healthy, a religious school should follow the dictates 
of its adherents rather than the dictates of a government uninterested in its religious 
mission.  To do this, they must reject government funding. 
 
Conclusion 
Vouchers do not work and they strip special needs students of protections and rights 
provided to them in the public schools.  Instead of sending taxpayer money to private 
schools, these funds should instead be invested in the public schools.  If school districts 
are not following the legal requirements established by IDEA, the better solution is to 
find more effective ways to enforce the laws that already exist, not to create “carve outs” 
for a few students.  The goal should be to help all families navigate the system rather 
than create a separate system with fewer protections and less accountability. 
 
Accordingly, we urge you oppose HB 1897 and SB 2260.  Thank you for your 
consideration of our views on this important issue. 
 
 

Sincerely, 
 
Elise Helgesen 
State Legislative Counsel 
Americans United for Separation of Church and State 
  
Steve Warnock 
President, Arkansas State Chapter 
Americans United for Separation of Church and State 
 
Jim McCollum 
Secretary, Arkansas State Chapter 
Americans United for Separation of Church and State 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


