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The Association of Texas Professional Educators (ATPE) is the preeminent educator association in Texas and makes a positive difference in the lives of educators and schoolchildren. ATPE is a member-owned, member-governed professional association with more than 116,000 members, making it the leading educators’ association in Texas and the largest independent association for public school educators in the nation. ATPE submits this testimony in opposition to private school vouchers that would take state funds away from public schools and give them to unregulated private schools. Misleadingly referred to as “taxpayer savings” programs, the voucher proposal in House Bill (HB) 33 would do a tremendous disservice to public schools and the students they serve.
The vouchers authorized by HB 33 will waste taxpayer money at a time when funding for education is scarce. HB 33 will not save the state any money. Vouchers force taxpayers to support two school systems: one public and one private, the latter of which is not accountable to all of the taxpayers supporting it. On average, the state currently provides only about 40 percent of the total per-pupil expenditures. If state funding must be increased in order to “reimburse” parents for up to 60 percent of the statewide average, HB 33 will result in an additional cost to the state. If the overage must be recaptured from funds generated locally by school districts, this will become an unfunded mandate for many districts. Either way, HB 33 will result in additional costs to the majority of taxpayers. The “taxpayer savings” claimed by the proponents of this bill simply do not exist. 
Vouchers divert critical dollars and commitment from public schools. A dollar spent on a tuition voucher is a dollar drained from public education. Voucher proposals such as HB 33, in which funds that would otherwise go to a public school are transferred to a private school, are detrimental to the students who remain in public school. Federal and state laws require Texas public schools to provide educational services regardless of how many students enroll at each school. If the Legislature were to adopt HB 33, all public schools would continue to be required to provide the same services, but they would have to do so with less funding from the state. For example, even if nine out of 10 students were to leave a public school program and enroll in a private school, the school district would still have a duty to hire certified personnel and provide the same services for the one student remaining in the public school. The only difference is that the public school would receive just 10 percent of the funding it previously received.
Vouchers eliminate accountability. Vouchers channel tax dollars into private schools that do not face state-approved academic standards, do not make budgets public, do not adhere to open meetings and records laws, do not publicly report on student achievement, and do not face the public accountability requirements contained in state and federal laws, including special education laws. Such a complete lack of oversight would never be tolerated in conjunction with the appropriation of taxpayer funds for public schools.
· HB 33 subsidizes private schools that would NOT be held accountable for the academic progress of their students. The bill makes a mockery of the accountability system by including no academic oversight measures whatsoever for the private schools that would benefit from state funding. Unlike with the public schools, taxpayers would have no way to ensure that their money is being well spent. HB 33 creates a double standard; if private schools can receive state funding without any regulation, then perhaps the public schools should be exempted from all accountability, too. The reality is that Texas taxpayers will demand accountability for their money, and all of the private schools that have long embraced their ability to self-regulate will quickly face a barrage of new state mandates in exchange for this funding.
· HB 33 would fund private schools that are NOT required to hire educators who are specially trained and certified. Perhaps the most significant predictor of student success is an appropriately trained and certified teacher. Public schools must hire certified educators. The state has the authority to ensure high standards in the preparation and staff development of educators who teach students in public schools, but that authority does not extend to private schools.

· HB 33 would fund private schools that are NOT required to comply with the same health and safety regulations that protect students in public schools.

· HB 33 would send money to private schools that are NOT required to comply with state and federal regulations that exist for the protection of students. Public schools are regulated by federal laws that protect families, such as the Individual with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) and the Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA), but private schools are not held accountable under these and other laws.

· Families who accept a voucher under HB 33 and enroll their children in private schools are NOT entitled to the same legal rights that are currently afforded to them within the public education system. These include the right to file a complaint or pursue legal action if a child with special needs does not receive appropriate special education services from the school. Parents of students in private schools do not enjoy the same protections under the law.

Vouchers give choices to private schools, not parents. Unlike public schools, private schools are NOT required to accept all students. HB 33 contains no language to prevent discrimination in admissions, leaving private schools with the ability to pick and choose their students. Private schools decide if they want to accept vouchers and then how many students they want to admit. And even if a voucher student does gain acceptance into a private school, the school can later reject him or her for numerous reasons. 
Even with a voucher, many parents still would NOT be able to afford the additional costs of enrolling their children in private schools. Only wealthier families would be able to afford the additional out-of-pocket expense if the private school’s tuition exceeds 60 percent of the state average per-pupil maintenance and operation expenditure. Furthermore, transportation is costly and burdensome for families who send their children to private school, because private schools do NOT have to provide transportation like public schools are required to provide.

All students deserve an excellent education. Vouchers leave behind many students, including those with the greatest needs. Private schools might not accept disadvantaged students or offer them the special services they need. Also, private schools do NOT exist in all parts of the state. Therefore, HB 33 probably won’t offer students in the most isolated parts of Texas any real choices.

The best way to help our students is not by taking money away from the public schools but by concentrating our legislative efforts on improving the services that are available to all students through the public education system. Texas cannot afford to focus only on benefiting the parents of a select few who are able to enroll their children in the best private programs. Nor can we afford to let our most vulnerable students languish in some unregulated private programs that will inevitably profit off this grant program while giving students a substandard education.
Private school vouchers are the WRONG CHOICE for the students and taxpayers of Texas, especially during a budget crisis. ATPE urges you to oppose private school vouchers in any format and to VOTE AGAINST House Bill 33.
