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A proposed expansion of Pennsylvania’s Educational Improvement Tax Credit scholarship program
would unfairly benefit wealthier students who attend private schools and harm the public school
system, the author claims. (MORNING CALL FILE PHOTO )

Pennsylvania is about to cement its place as among the country’s leader in making
education policy that takes resources from the most needy and gives them to the
more advantaged — while claiming the opposite.

A recent op-ed in The Morning Call by Sean P. McAleer (May 21) of the
Pennsylvania Catholic Conference claims Educational Improvement Tax Credit
scholarships enable the most needy children to choose a private school they
otherwise couldn’t afford. He argues the program is so “successful” it should be
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expanded — by $100 million as proposed in HB 800 that recently passed in the
House. If the EITC scholarships actually went to our neediest children, his
argument would have merit; but it just isn’t happening.

Business investment in education can be transformative. But I have been studying
the Pennsylvania education tax credits for over four years, looking at the data and
following the flow of money. Businesses and nonprofits certainly benefit, but it is
much more difficult to show that students benefit.

According to the state Department of Community and Economic Development,
over $663 million was contributed to this program between 2001 to 2016, yet
nobody knows if it has done anything to improve education for students. The EITC
directs money to private schools through student scholarships. Schools are not
required to report academic outcomes for scholarship students. More shocking,
the state does not even maintain a list of schools in which scholarship recipients
enroll.

Scholarship organizations are nonprofits that get funds from businesses, then give
money to students. Based on data from the DCED, Catholic scholarship
organizations receive by far the most money.

Typically, kids must enroll in a private school before they apply for a scholarship.
This barrier prevents many students from even trying.

Students already enrolled in private schools get most of the money. Since only
about 13.5% of private school students are high need, according to the private and
nonpublic schools enrollment reports from the state Department of Education,
that means about 86.5% of the students receiving EITC money are not low-
income.

The program does not target truly low-income families. Under DCED guidelines
for the program, students can have household incomes of $100,608, plus $15,608
for each additional student (more if the student has a disability) and still get
scholarships. Under the proposed law, the family income limit would increase each
year.

HB 800 would automatically increase EITC Scholarship funds every year, from
$110 million to $210 million in the first year; climbing automatically to
$307,461,000 after five years. Mr. McAleer called this amount the equivalent of a
“rounding error.” That is dangerous and irresponsible thinking.

In a year when taxpayers in the Allentown School District must borrow $10 million
to keep the lights on and pay teachers, proponents want to give away 10 times that
amount for scholarships. Thankfully, Reps. Peter Schweyer and Michael
Schlossberg voted against this proposal; but it still passed in the House.



McAleer’s claim that giving scholarships to students already attending private
schools saves the commonwealth money is just as untrue as the claim that the
EITC does not take money away from other programs. If a company contributes
$10,000 to a scholarship nonprofit, the company gets up to a 90% tax credit; and
the state treasury loses $9,000. If HB 800 becomes law, the state will be on track
to lose $189 million in revenue. Legislators would need to cut an equivalent
amount from the state budget to offset the tax credits. When the tax credits
increase by 10% the following year without a vote or discussion — legislators
would likely be forced to cut services further or raise taxes.

And, none of this accounts for the cost of running the program. Scholarship
organizations often file reports with mistakes, and oversight is insufficient for the
size of the program.

Proponents call the EITC a success because it is in demand. There’s no doubt the
EITC is popular — after all, if someone offers to give you money for something you
already pay for, you’d take it. So would I. But this is not good public policy.

HB 800 should not be supported until its flaws are corrected. If it is truly to help
needy students, design modifications like these are necessary:

1. Reduce the family income eligibility limit;

2. Create and promote a common application process for families, reducing
barriers to equal access;

3. Audit the flow of funds and deny participation if scholarship organizations fail
to comply;

4. Eliminate automatic tax credit and income increases; retain public debate
rather than allowing exponential growth without checks and balances.

Without substantial modifications, HB 800 is runaway spending masked as
corporate philanthropy that puts money in the pockets of a select few, funding
private schools while reducing public funds.

Julie Ambrose, a Ph.D. candidate at the Indiana University of Pennsylvania, is
writing a policy analysis dissertation on the Pennsylvania Education Tax Credit
Programs.


