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Chairman Durbin, Ranking Member Collins, and members of the Subcommittee thank you for
the opportunity to submit testimony for the hearing “A Review of Federal Appropriations for
District of Columbia Education.”

The American Association of University Women is a membership organization founded in 1881
with approximately 100,000 members and 1000 branches nationwide. AAUW has a proud 128-
year history of breaking through barriers for women and girls and has always been a strong
supporter of public education. Today, AAUW continues its mission through education, research,
and advocacy.

The American Association of University Women remains committed to ensuring strong
academic principles and closing the achievement gap for all children, while standing firmly by
the belief that the country should provide an excellent education for all children, not private
school vouchers for a few. While AAUW supports funding for District of Columbia public
schools and charter schools, we strongly oppose the DC Opportunity Scholarship Program.

AAUW believes a strong, free public education system is the foundation of a democratic society,
and has long opposed diverting public funds to private or religious elementary and secondary
schools. The 1937 AAUW legislative program called for “free public instruction of high quality
available to all, since popular education is the basis for freedom and justice,” and in 1955 stated
“universal education is basic to the preservation of our form of government and to the well-being
of our society.” Today, AAUW’s 2009-2011 Public Policy Program clearly states AAUW’s
“...opposition to the use of public funds for nonpublic elementary and secondary education.”

While AAUW supports innovative techniques to improve America’s schools, we believe voucher
proposals fly in the face of our nation’s commitment to public education. AAUW does not



oppose public school choice programs, which allow students to choose a public school in their
school district. However, in many areas of the country the notion of “private school choice” is
misleading because there are few, if any, private schools or because the only private schools are
religiously affiliated and not the appropriate denomination for the family.

From AAUW’s perspective, regardless of the constitutionality of certain voucher programs, such
schemes are not sound education policy.

AAUW Opposes Vouchers

Private and religious schools are not required to observe federal nondiscrimination laws,
such as Title IX. In fact, voucher proposals often contain language specifically intended
to circumvent civil rights laws, and many proponents insist voucher funding does not
flow to the school but instead to the parent or student precisely to avoid any civil rights
obligations. This specificity in language allows private institutions to discriminate on the
basis of religion, gender, disability, and language proficiency. Further, private and
religious schools can reject a student based on the school’s own admissions criteria and
discriminate against a student in access to classes, guidance counseling, extracurricular
activities, and other aspects of education.

Private and religious schools are not held to the same accountability and testing standards
established in the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB). Such schools do not have to hire
“highly qualified” teachers, adhere to NCLB testing requirements and Adequate Yearly
Progress, or disaggregate or publicly release student achievement results.

Funding for NCLB is woefully inadequate, and the additional diversion of needed
resources would further diminish public schools’ ability to meet mandated accountability
standards and address achievement gaps among students. President George W. Bush’s
budget for fiscal year 2009 allotted only $24.7 billion for NCLB—nearly $15 billion
below the authorized amount. Over the course of its existence, NCLB has been
underfunded to the tune of over $85 billion.?

Our country’s public schools already face teacher shortages, overcrowded classrooms,
and increased accountability without adequate funding. Diverting critical resources from
the school s;/stems that educate 90 percent of America’s students is not a fiscally sound
investment.

Private and religious school voucher programs weaken the public school system by
diverting these already scarce funds that could otherwise be used for needed teacher
training, smaller class sizes, expanded support services, and improved facilities.

Private school vouchers do not raise student achievement. A recent study conducted by
the National Center for Education Statistics of the U.S. Department of Education
compared the effectiveness of public schools to that of private institutions. After
controlling for critical demographic factors (parents’ income, education level, number of
books in household), NCES found that public schools perform as well as, and even better
in a few instances, than private schools.* A 2001 GAO study confirmed that the official



evaluations of Cleveland’s and Milwaukee’s voucher programs found no differences in
the achievement of voucher students compared to public school students, despite built-in
applicant screening advantages for private schools.’

e Vouchers are taxpayers’ dollars spent according to the policies of a private school
board—not the decisions of a democratically elected and publicly accessible school
board. Private and religious schools are not required to meet basic accountability
provisions, such as open meetings and records laws, or to publicly release test scores,
dropout rates, and other basic information. Because private schools are not accountable to
the public at large, taxpayers lose public oversight for the expenditure of their tax dollars.

e Vouchers disproportionately help families with children already in private schools or
those who have never attended public schools At the inception of the Cleveland
“Scholarship and Tutoring Program,” 39 percent of students used their vouchers to
continue their attendance in private or religious schools, and another 40 percent were
attending school for the first time.°

Voucher Proposals Unpopular in Public Opinion Polls and Ballot Initiatives

e A 2001 poll conducted by the National School Boards Association and Zogby International
revealed that voters preferred strategies to invest in public education like reducing class size
(27 percent), improving teacher quality (27 percent), and increasing teacher training (23
percent) over voucher schemes (13 percent).’

e A 2006 Phi Delta Kappa/Gallup poll found that 71 percent of Americans would prefer
improving existing public schools over “finding an alternative to the existing public school
system.”

¢ In November 2007, Utah voters rejected a voucher proposal that would have made vouchers
available to all students. This marked 11 out of 11 tries that voucher state ballot initiatives
have been decisively rejected by voters.® In most cases, the $3,000 voucher would not cover
even half of private school tuition which is estimated to be as much as $8,000 annually. The
initiative was defeated by a 25 percentage point margin with every county in the state voting
against the voucher proposal.™

District of Columbia School VVoucher Program

In 2003, a private school voucher program was created for the District of Columbia school
system; it was intended as a five-year pilot research project scheduled to expire in 2008. This
represents the first time in history that federal dollars have been used to fund private school
vouchers. In the 109th Congress, several attempts to expand the program were proposed. While
many of these attempts were thwarted, Congress did approve expanding eligibility for families
already enrolled for the first two years of the program from 185 percent of the federal poverty
level to 300 percent of FPL, turning what was pitched as a program to subsidize tuition for low-
income families into a program that funds private education for middle-class families that often
could afford the tuition anyway. With these precedents laid, voucher proponents have been
emboldened to further divert taxpayer dollars to pay for private education. The program, which
currently receives $14 million, provides vouchers of up to $7,500 a piece to about 1,700



students.

While implemented, the District of Columbia private school voucher “pilot” program has not
performed in the ways the law was intended. A 2005 report found that fewer than 75 of the more
than 1,300 students who received vouchers came from public schools that were determined to be
most in need of improvement by federal law.'* At the same time, more than 200 students who
received vouchers were already enrolled in private schools. The unfortunate irony is that the
number of students already in private schools receiving vouchers is almost three times the
number of students coming from schools in need of improvement—the students who were
purportedly the target of the program.*?

Although the program expired in 2008, it was funded by the FY2009 Appropriations Act for one
additional year. The current version of FY2010 Financial Services and General Government
Appropriations Act (S. 1432) is similar to the budget request proposed by President Obama,
which would fund the program until students currently receiving vouchers graduate from high
school. The bill includes $12.2 million for the program, limits the program to those students who
received scholarships in the 2009-2010 school year, and includes an additional $1 million for
new testing requirements. The bill also includes important provisions from the FY2009
Appropriations Act that require schools to have certificates of occupancy and ensure that core
subject teachers have bachelor’s degrees.

While AAUW’s general concerns about vouchers as discussed above apply to this program, we
are especially troubled that most of the private schools that receive funding under the program do
not have to follow Title IX. Title X is the federal civil rights law prohibiting sex-discrimination
in education programs and activities that receive federal financial assistance. The only private
schools in the program that have to comply with Title IX are schools that receive federal money
in addition to the voucher funding. While commonly known for creating opportunities for
women and girls in athletics, Title IX affects all areas of education. It has made it possible for
women to pursue careers as lawyers, doctors, mechanics, scientists, and professional athletes.
Because schools that participate in this voucher program are exempt from Title IX, they can
discriminate based on gender. This means schools can base admissions decisions on gender, limit
opportunities for girls to play athletics, and base curriculum on outdated gender stereotypes. By
exempting schools under this program from Title IX, the voucher program creates an
environment that is not only ripe for gender discrimination, but has no protections in place
should that discrimination occur.

In addition to civil rights concerns, the DC voucher program has not been shown to improve
academic achievement. In April 2009, the Department of Education released a new report which
found no improvement in academic achievement for those students receiving vouchers from
public schools in need of improvement — the target audience of the voucher program.*® An earlier
report from June 2008 found that “after 2 years, there was no statistically significant difference

in test scores in general between students who were offered an OSP [Opportunity Scholarship
Program] scholarship and students who were not offered a scholarship.” In addition, while “the
Program had a positive impact on overall parent satisfaction and parent perceptions of school
safety ... [s]tudents had a different view of their schools than did their parents.” Overall, student
satisfaction was unaffected by the voucher program.**



In addition, a November 2007 GAO report revealed numerous problems with the District of
Columbia voucher program, including a lack of detailed fiscal policies and not adhering to
procedures for making scholarship payments. The report also found that many of the
participating schools conducted classes in unsuitable learning environments taught by teachers
lacking bachelor’s degrees. In many cases, parents were not informed of these deficiencies.™

AAUW will continue to urge Congress and the Obama Administration to end the DC voucher
program — a program which does not work and has already expired. AAUW believes the
appropriate strategy for improving our nation’s schools is to direct resources toward improving
public schools, rather than diverting public funds into private institutions.

Thank you for the opportunity to submit testimony.
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