Haslam’s school voucher plan passes House subcommittee with bi-partisan support and opposition

By Amelia Morrison Hipps

Gov. Bill Haslam’s school voucher plan passed the House Education Subcommittee 7-2 Tuesday by a bipartisan vote with two Democrats voting in favor and one Republican voting against.
Called the “Tennessee Choice & Opportunity Scholarship Act,” HB 190 would allow students who attend schools in the bottom 5 percent of schools in overall achievement and who qualify for free or reduced lunches the opportunity to apply for a scholarship to attend a private school.

http://wapp.capitol.tn.gov/apps/BillInfo/Default.aspx?BillNumber=HB0190
“I think the overriding goal of school choice is happy families and successful students,” said Rep. Bill Dunn in presenting the bill to the committee.

http://tnga.granicus.com/MediaPlayer.php?view_id=269&clip_id=7208
The majority of the schools that are in the bottom 5 percent are in the Memphis City School system, which has 69. Davidson and Hamilton counties each have six schools that qualify, while Hardeman and Knox counties each have one.
Still, some lawmakers feel the bill doesn’t go far enough and should be more inclusive.

However, after a task force’s year-long study of the issue, Haslam said in his State of the State address in January, “a limited approach that gives more choice to parents and students stuck in difficult situations makes a lot of sense.

http://tnreport.com/2013/01/29/text-of-gov-haslams-2013-state-of-state-address/
“If we can help our lowest-income students in our lowest-performing schools, why wouldn’t we?”

Dunn, who sits on the Education Committee, said he attended many of the task force meetings and “was very impressed with the questions that were asked.
http://www.capitol.tn.gov/house/committees/education.html
“I think because of the information gathered, the governor was able to take this discussion and recommend the bill you have before us.”

Rep. Joe Pitts, a Democrat and one of the two who voted against it, said the bill doesn’t go far enough.

http://www.capitol.tn.gov/house/members/h67.html
The Clarksville representative said the legislation doesn’t address three key issues: the feeding of children who currently participate in the free and reduced lunch program at their public schools; the logistics of transporting these students to the private schools; and the lack of programs in many private schools for special needs students.
“I’m just really concerned that we’re targeting that at-risk population, but we’re really not doing anything else to supply that basic human need, which is food,” said Pitts.

According to Education Commissioner Kevin Huffman, of the children who would be eligible to apply for an opportunity scholarship, 92 percent are African American and 97 percent receive free or reduced lunches.

http://news.tn.gov/node/9975
“Private schools will not be required to participate in free and reduced programs,” said Huffman, adding that the federal government only provides funding for the free and reduced lunches to public schools.

“The bottom line is to take that money and educate the children of Tennessee,” said Rep. Mark White, chair of the Education Subcommittee.

http://www.capitol.tn.gov/house/members/h83.html
The Memphis representative added that it doesn’t matter whether that system is A, B or C. “The goal is to education children, not prop up one system or another with the money.”
“I’m not looking to prop up one system or another. I’m concerned about a child watching others eat,” said Pitts.
“That’s a parental call,” White replied.

Rep. John Forgety, a former school superintendent who also voted against the bill, expressed concern about private schools not offering resources that public schools do.
http://www.capitol.tn.gov/house/members/h23.html
“Most private schools have very little, if any, programs for youngsters with learning disabilities or youngsters who have English language learner issues,” said the representative from Athens.
However, Democrat Rep. John J. DeBerry Jr., who with fellow Democrat Rep. Harold Love of Nashville joined Republicans in voting for the bill, disagreed passionately with both Pitts and Forgety.

http://www.capitol.tn.gov/house/members/h90.html
“I’ve long favored opportunity scholarships,” said the Memphis representative. “We’re talking about giving the parents a choice as to where their children receive their education.”

Speaking with the fervor of a preacher in a pulpit, DeBerry recalled how he took a second job so he could afford to put his daughter, who is now an attorney, in a private school because she had a bad teacher.
“They wouldn’t allow me to move her to another school or even another classroom,” DeBerry said. “There are parents who are suffering because they can’t get their child out of poor schools. Let’s get back to the students.”
Dunn said he believes that “it’s worth trying to save the children we can,” referring to the fact that for the 2013-14 school year, the Department of Education may not award more than 5,000 scholarships. This number grows to 20,000 by the 2016-17 school year.
http://www.capitol.tn.gov/house/members/h16.html
The bill is on the House Education Committee’s calendar for March 5, while its upper chamber companion bill, SB 196, is on the Senate Education Committee calendar for the following day, March 6.

http://wapp.capitol.tn.gov/apps/BillInfo/Default.aspx?BillNumber=%20SB0196&GA=108
