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Bipartisan Education Savings Accounts Bill Introduced

It has become something of a Con-
gressional ritual in recent years: the
introduction of bipartisan legislation to
provide tax breaks for parents who in-
vest in education. In the current Con-
gress, Senators Tim Hutchinson (R-AR)
and Robert Torricelli (D-NJ) have
teamed up to play out the ritual yet again
by sponsoring S. 306, a bill that permits
parents to set aside up to $2,000 per year
in education savings accounts (ESAs)
that would earn tax-free interest.

This year may be the charm for
ESAs. Pastefforts to secure their enact-
ment have been stymied by vetoes. But
with President Bush being a strong ad-
vocate for the accounts — even support-
ing a generous $5,000 cap on annual
contributions — the prospects for their
enactment are promising.

The savings accounts proposed in
S. 306 would build on existing college-
only accounts by expanding the annual
limit from $500 to $2,000 and by allow-
ing the money saved to be used not only
for college costs, but also for expenses
associated with elementary and second-
ary education. The bill names the ac-
counts “Coverdell Education Savings
Accounts” after Senator Paul Coverdell
of Georgia, a steadfast and articulate
champion of ESAs, who died of a stroke
in July.

Private Funds for Education

In a news release announcing the
bill, Senator Torricelli said ESAs would
“bring in new, private funds to educa-
tion” and would pump *billions of dol-

lars” into both publicand private schools.
“The real winners will be the kids who
will get the quality education they de-
serve,” he said.

Both Torricelli and Hutchinson. in
coordinated statements. emphasized the
broad benefits of education savings ac-

Senator Robert Torricelli (D-NJ) at
a press conference.

counts. Parents of children who planto
goto college would benefit from having
the annual cap raised from $500 to
$2,000; parents of children in private
schools would be able to use the ac-
counts for tuition; and public school
parents could spend the money on things
like home computers, tutoring, after-
school programs, and school supplies.

“Public education is no longer to-
tally free,” said Torricelli. “There are

just cannot afford.”

numerous expenses that public schools
He noted that the
Joint Committee on Taxation has esti-
mated that 75 percent of the parents that
use the accounts proposed in S. 306
would be public school parents.

Senator Hutchinson also struck the
theme that the accounts would help, not
hurt. public education. “ESAs leave
public money in public schools while
giving parents increased resources for
theirchild's increasing educationneeds,”
he said.

Important Role of Private Schools

Turning to the bill's benefits for
private school parents. Torricelli noted
that for some inner-city families. private
schools provide a critical alternative to
under-performing public schools. ESAs
established by corporations. employers,
or unions could help parents choose
private school options without draining
dollars from public schools. “Private
schools play an important role in our
soctety.” he said. “They alleviate some
of the burden on public schools.™

The Council for American Private
Education sup-

ports the enact-
ment of ESA legis-
lation.
wrge lawmakers to
vote for ESAs by
visiting CAPE’s
Legislative Action
Center at http://
www. capenet.org/
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President Offers Budget Blueprint

President Bushannounced abudget
plan last month that establishes educa-
tion as his top priority, earmarking an
11.5 percent increase for the category,
the highest of any area inthe budget. His
spending blue-
print (details are
expected in
April) contains
several compo-
nents likely to af-
fect—directly or
indirectly — pri-
vate schools.

The presi-
dent proposed a
$5 billion, five-
year Reading
First program,
aimed at helping children in the early
grades learn to read. The program’s
focus will be students at risk.

To provide parents with greater con-
trol over their children’s education, Bush
said he would require states to publish
public school report cards and post them
on the Internet.  He also reiterated his
proposal to allow low-income parents of
students in persistently low-performing
schools to use Title I funds for tuition in
private schools. Other parent choice
items in his budget include:

+ $150 million in seed money for
charter schools;
the establishment of K-12 educa-
tion savings accounts with a
$5,000 cap on annual contribu-
tions;
the opportunity for students indan-
gerous schools to transfer to safe
schools (according to an Admin-
istration official, private schools
would be among the transfer op-
tions when public schools are
overcrowded);
funds for grants to expand and to
research school choice.

To encourage people to become
teachers and to ensure they are properly
trained, the president called for consoli-
dating various teacher development and
recruitment programs into a single fund
with an enhanced budget of $2.6 billion.

President Bush addresses Congress and the
nation on his budget priorities.

Healso proposed expanding college loan
forgiveness limits from $5.000 to
$17,500 for math and science teachers
in high-need schools and increasing
funds tenfold (to $30 million) for the
Troops-to-
Teachers pro-
gram. which
heips members
of the military be-
come classroom
teachers. Bush
even asked Con-
gress to employ
the tax code to
assistteachersby
allowing them to
deductupto$400
in out-of-pocket
classroom expenses.

Program Consolidation

The budget outline includes a num-
ber of proposalsto combine some single-
purpose programs into more fluid cat-
egories. One streamlined program would
consolidate the Safe and Drug-Frec
Schools and Communities (SDFSC) pro-
gram with the 21" Century Commumity
Learning Centers to create a fund for
after-school programs and drug and vio-
lence prevention programs. Many pri-
vate schools currently participate in the
SDFSC program, and the president has
proposed allowing faith-based and com-
munity organizations to establish com-
munity learning centers, so this newly
combined program would tikely pro-
vide for private school participation.

Anotherstreamlined program would
combine various instructional technol-
ogy programs, including the E-Rate. into
a single grant — again with potential
impact on private schools, though in this
case not a positive one. Many private
schools participate in the E-Rate pre-
cisely because it is not a direct govern-
ment grant program.

Education Secretary Rod Paige
praised the president’s budget plan say-
ing it "gives us the resources to accom-
plish his goal that no American child be
denied access to a quality education,”

Court Watch

The long and winding road of con-
stitutional challenges to school choice
got somewhat shorter and straighter last
month when the tull U.S. Court of Ap-
peals for the Sixth Circuitrefused to rule
on the constitutionality of the Cleveland
Scholarship Program. The day after the
refusal, lawyers tor the Institute for Jus-
tice announced they would ask the U.S.
Supreme Court to take the case.

In December a three-judge panel of
the Sixth Circuit said the Ohio program
violated the First Amendment of the
U.S. Constitution because it had the
“impermissible cffect”™ of promoting
religion. Attorneys asked the entire Sixth
Circuit Courtof Appealstoreview the 2-
| decision. which was at odds with a
ruling by the Ohio Supreme Court that
upheld the program.

“We are now only one step away
from the definitive U.S. Supreme Court
ruling on the constitutionality of school
choice.” said Clint Bolick. the Institute™s
vice president and litigation director.
“The Sixth Circuit’s decision is incon-
sistent with decisions of the Wisconsin
and Ohio state supreme courts, Now is
the time for the U.S. Supreme Court to
resolve this contlict.”

The Cleveland program, established
in 1995, was the first government-funded
voucher initiative to include religious
schools. Tt provides tow-income chil-
dren with scholarships ofupto $2.250to
use at private schools,

"It the Sixth Circuit's decision is
allowed to stand. almost 4.000 low-in-
come kids will be foreed to return to the
farting Cleveland public school system.™
Bolick said. “The Supreme Courtshould
not allow that to happen and we hope it
will soon consider their plight.”

The Institute for
Justice.whichrepre-
sents five families
who currently ben-
chit from  the schol-
arships. expects that
the program will con-
tinue. pending a fi-
nal decision by the
U.S. Supreme Court.
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University of California President Seeks End of SAT

Could a private school be the cause
of the downfall of the SAT?

When Richard Atkinson delivered
his much-publicized speech last month
denouncing the use of the SAT for col-
lege admissions, he said it was a visit to

vice, which produces the SAT.
Atkinson was quick to make clear
in his address before the AmericanCoun-
cil on Education, an association that
represents the country’s accredited col-
leges and universities, that he is by no

“an upscale private
school™ that coalesced
his concerns about the
test and stirred him to
action. Atthe unnamed
school. Atkinson, the

Sample Question

1.

The president of the
University of California
has proposed doing

presidentof the Univer- away with
sity of California (UC),
watched a class of 12- (A) the SATII

year-olds working on
verbal analogies and
learned that those stu-
dents spent hours each
month preparing for the

(B) the SAT1

(C) all standardized tests

(D) all tests
(E) none of the above

ON NORONE)

means opposed to all
standardized tests. “De-
veloped properly and
used responsibly. stan-
dardized tests can help
students gauge
progress and help the gen-
eral public assess the ef-
fectiveness of schools.”
he said. His concern s
not with standardized
tests that "assess knowl-
edgeinwell-defined sub-
ject areas,” but with “the

their

big test. "The time in-
volved was not aimed

appropriateness of the
SAT in college admis-

at developing the students’ reading and
writing abilities,” he said, “but rather
their test-taking skills. What I saw was
disturbing.”

After actually taking sample SAT
tests himselif and reviewing the research
literature, Atkinson concluded “that
America’s overemphasis on the SAT is
compromising our educational system.”
Accordingly, he asked the academic
senate at UC to consider (1) dropping
the requirement that student applicants
to the university take the SAT I and (2)
requiring only “standardized tests that
assess mastery of specific subject areas
rather than undefined notions of apti-
tude or intelligence.” He also recom-
mended that the university not rely ex-
cessively on “quantitative formulas” for
admission, butinstead look atapplicants
“in a comprehensive, holistic way.”

As former director of the National
Science Foundation, chairman of the
National Research Council’s Board on
Testing and Assessment, and researcher
tin the field of cognitive science and
psychology. Atkinson brings some im-
pressive credentials to the dialogue on
standardized testing. At one point he
even served as Distinguished Visiting
Scholar at the Educational Testing Ser-

sions.” Those tests, he said. “do not
have a demonstrable relationship to the
student’s program of study™ and arc
mistakenly assumed “to measure innate
ability.”

Consistent with his support for
achievement tests, Atkinson called for
the development of standardized tests
“directly tied to the college preparatory
courses” required of student applicants
to UC. He wants the tests to measure
“clearly defined” competencies and to
reflect what students study in a chal-
lenging highschool program. “Students
from any comprehensive high school in
Californiashould be able to score well if
they mastered the curriculum.”

Until the new tests are available.
Atkinson wants the university to con-
tinue its current practice of requiring
that applicants take at least three SAT II
tests, including writing and mathemat-

ics. The SAT Il measures knowledge of

specific subject areas and is based on a
typical college prep curriculum for that
subject. Atkinson says the SAT II “be-
gins to approximate” an appropriate test
for college admission because it tests
students “on specific subjects that are
well defined and readily described.”
But the UC president also wants 1o

make certain the college admission pro-
cess 18 not overly reliant on any stan-
dardized test. even one that measures
mastery of a college prep curriculun,
He wants the process to be “more holis-
tic. more comprehensive.” taking into
constderation not only what students
have accomplished. butalso the oppor-
tunities avattable to them.™ Such judge-
ments involve evaluating not only the
quality of the high school a student at-
tends butalso the conditionsof astudent’s
upbringing. A student who has made
exceptional progressin troubled ¢ircum-
stances needs to be given special atlen-
tion.” Atkinson readily admits that as-
sessing students “in their full complex-
ity” will be labor intensive and costly.
And adnusstons decisions will be diffi-
cult because they require judgments
about “the opportunities available to in-
dividual students™ and mvolve inter-
preting the relative value of “grades
carned in different courses taught at
very different schools.”™ But. he says,
“the stakes are too high not to ensure that
the job is done right.”

It 1s too early to tell whether
Atkinson’s proposals will take hold even
in Caltfornta. much less across the coun-
try. Doing away with a test that has so
dominated the college adnissions scene
is no smatl feat. especially when ques-
tions persist about alternative criteria
being any more accurate or fair when it
comes to measuring readiness for a rig-
orous post-secondary program.  Still,
Atkinsonis convinced thatcolleges need
an admissions process that relies more
on achievement than aptitude and that
inspires students o focus on "mastery of
subject matter rather than test prepara-
tion.” Regardless of the outcome. there’s
little doubt his pro-
posal has at least
launched a serious
debate.

Atkinson’s
speech is available
at www.eop.edu/
weoplonme/
commserv/sat/
speech.hinnl.
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capenotes

*LisaKeegan, Arizona Superinten-
dent of Public Instruction, has an unor-
thodox definition of public education:
education paid for by the

sium, First Lady Laura Bush spoke about
her three top priorities for education:
recruiting teachers, promoting success-
ful pre-reading prograins, and providing
parents with information to help their
children learn.

Paul E. Peterson, who

public, where money fol-
lows the child to any
school that works for that
child.
Ataneducationsym-
posium sponsored by the
Hoover Institution and
Education  Matters,
Keegan offered a rapid-
firc series of comments

heads the Program on Edu-
cation Policy and Gover-
nance at Harvard Univer-
sity, spoke about Educa-
tion Matters, anew journal
of opinion and research in
education. Petersonisedi-
tor-in-chief. The journal’s
mission statement says it
will “steer asteady course™

abouteducation policy, in-
cluding a defense of President Bush’s
proposal for standardized testing in read-
ing and math in grades 3 to 8. She said
those who object to the tests because
they interfere with instructional time are
like patients asking doctors to dispense
with blood tests and X-rays because
they take away from treatment time.
Reliable, objective measures of student
performance are critical, Keegan argued,
especially for children who might other-
wise be left behind.

Inaluncheon address at the sympo-

school reform™ and will “give voice
(without fear or favor) to worthy rc-
search, sound ideas, and responsibie ar-
guments.”

The firstissueis a gem, witharticles
by Ted and Nancy Sizer, E.D. Hirsch.
Jr., Diane Ravitch, Terry Moe. and John
Chub. To subscribe (a one-year sub-
scription costs $20) visit the journal’s
Web site at www.edmatters.org.

» How can faith-based organiza-
tions help to improve public schools?

in the “stormy seas of

That was the focus ofalively roundtable
discussion last month hosted by The
Brookings Institution. A panel of edu-
cators and policy analysts. moderated
by Brookings SeniorFellow E.J. Dionne.
Jr.. responded to two papers presented
by Mavis Sanders of Johns Hopkins
Untversity and Dennis Shirtey of the
Lynch School of Education at Boston
College.

Both papers offered numerous ex-
amples ofhow religious institutions have
already been enhisted to assist public
schools. The list included recruiting
volunteers to tutor. offering crisis inter-
vention, providing workshops for par-
ents, and honoring and supporting teach-
Cry,

Ol course. when working in the
civie.scecular forum of public education.
faith groups cannot address the arca they
know best: matters of faith. Presenters
warned of the perils of proselytizing.
prayer. or other inappropriate expres-
stons of religious activity by faith-based
groups in public schools.

More information about the Sacred
Places, Civic Purposes project of The
Brookings Institution is avatlable on the
Web at http://www.brook.edu/gs/
projects/sacredplaces.hum.
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