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RE: Oppose SB 1512 – A Bill Creating “Personal Accounts for Learning”
Dear Chair Galvano and Vice-Chair Montford:

On behalf of its Florida members and supporters, Americans United for Separation of
Church and State, urges you to oppose SB 1512. This bill would create “personal accounts
for learning” which would allow parents to use public funds to send their children with
special needs to private sectarian schools, essentially creating a backdoor voucher
program. Although we support the goal of improving educational opportunities for
students with special needs, this backdoor voucher program would be more likely to
undermine rather than improve the education of these students. This program would strip
students with special needs of rights and protections that they are provided in the public
schools, and would violate fundamental principles of religious freedom.

SB 1512 Would Undermine IDEA Protections
This personal account voucher 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. This program would 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.

In addition, this program would further deviate from the IDEA’s purpose of alleviating
financial burdens on families with special needs students. Under IDEA, 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. For
example, under Mississippi’s Dyslexia Therapy Scholarship Program the vouchers given to
dyslexic students to attend private schools only covered 62% of the cost of tuition. 1

Vouchers and Equivalent Programs Do Not Improve Student Education
According to multiple studies of the District of Columbia, 2 Milwaukee, 3 and Cleveland 4
school voucher programs, students offered vouchers do not perform better in reading and
math than students in public schools. In fact, vouchers limited to students with special
needs, such as Florida’s own “McKay Scholarships for Students with Disabilities” or the
Ohio voucher program for students with autism spectrum disorders, have 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
Vouchers and Equivalent Programs Lack Accountability
Most voucher programs lack sufficient accountability measures. They lack 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. 9 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
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information on curriculum, teachers’ education, and school facilities. 10 Indeed, some
participating schools failed to submit information on accreditation or educational
soundness, yet voucher students were directed to and attended those schools. 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.

Backdoor Voucher Schemes Are Constitutionally Suspect and Harm Religious Liberty
Article I, Section 3 of the Florida Constitution states that “No revenue of the state . . . shall ever
be taken from the public treasury directly or indirectly in aid of any church, sect, or religious
denomination or in aid of any sectarian institution.” 14 Yet, these public dollars could be used
to fund religious instruction and activities. Indeed, 81.5% of recipients of Florida’s existing
backdoor voucher program attend religious schools. 15 This is because backdoor voucher
programs incent families to use vouchers to attend religious schools: the amount of the
voucher is more likely to pay the entire cost of tuition at religious private schools than at
secular private schools, which often charge higher tuition rates than parochial schools.
Most religious primary and secondary schools are part of the ministry of the sponsoring
church. Because religious indoctrination is an important part of these ministries, the schools
integrate religion throughout their curriculum and require all students to receive religious
instruction and attend religious services. The taxpayer money used for these “education
accounts” are unrestricted and would certainly pay for religious instruction, activities
(including worship and proselytization), and items (such as Bibles) and at these institutions.
SB 1512 Would Lead to Taxpayer Funded Discrimination
SB 1512 allows taxpayer funds to flow to schools that discriminate in hiring and admission.
A religious school can limit admissions not just to co-religionists, but also to only those
students—and the parents of students—who follow its teachings and tenets. For example,
nearly a quarter of the participating schools in [the] Georgia [Tuition Tax Credit program]
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require families to make a profession of religious faith, according to their websites.” 16
These schools can also segregate students or apply different policies based on gender.

Allowing government money to flow to these institutions without demanding the schools
follow non-discrimination policies is a clear violation of one of the central principles of our
constitutional order: the government should not aid discrimination.” 17 When funding any
school, whether public or private, the government should not surrender the longstanding
principle of equal treatment for all.

Religious schools can also use religious criteria in hiring. Thus, these schools can refuse to
hire a teacher because he or she is an adherent to the wrong religion. They can also fire an
unwed mother or a teacher going through a divorce, if either violates the religious
teachings of the school. Florida taxpayer funds should never be used to fund jobs that have
a religious test.

Conclusion
Vouchers and equivalent programs like “personal accounts,” 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 to oppose SB 1512.

Thank you for your consideration of this important matter.
Sincerely,

Amrita Singh
State Legislative Counsel
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