
! You may have seen in the media the announcement about the “Opportunity Scholarship 
Program” being enacted by the state.  What has been in the local papers hasn’t been very 
comprehensive so I’d like to give greater explanation this week about the program and how it 
may or may not affect General McLane.
	
 To fully understand what is happening, we’ll have to back up.
	
 In Governor Corbett’s first year in office, he was committed to providing public tax 
money for private school vouchers.  In the same year he proposed cutting 1.5 billion dollars from 
public education, his supporters proposed a voucher program for private schools that could have 
cost as much as 500 million per year.  Fortunately, a majority of legislators took their pledge to 
uphold the state constitution to heart as Article III, Section 15 says,  “No money raised for the 
support of the public schools of the Commonwealth shall be appropriated to or used for the 
support of any sectarian school.”  
	
 Constitution not withstanding, Corbett and the Secretary of Education have continued to 
condemn public schools while holding up private and charter schools as the answer to the 
“problem” of public education.   So in this year’s behind-closed-doors budget negotiations, a 
different plan was hatched.  If tax dollars can’t be given to sectarian schools, then let’s give them 
tax dollars we don’t have yet.  Enter the Educational Improvement Tax Credit or EITC.
	
 The Educational Improvement Tax Credit program has been in existence for a while and 
our General McLane Foundation participates.  A business may receive a tax credit equal to 75% 
of its contribution to an approved EITC organization, up to a maximum of $400,000 per taxable 
year.  The tax credit may be increased to 90% of the contribution made, up to a maximum of 
$400,000 per taxable year, if the business agrees to provide the same amount of contribution to 
an organization for two consecutive years.  We have used EITC funds in our foundation to pay 
for science kits, books for our literacy program and for classroom technology (if your business 
would like to contribute, let’s talk!).  
	
 The state sets a limit on the total amount businesses can collectively donate to this 
program.  The amount has been 75 million but this year’s legislation raised it to 100 million.  
Additionally, they created what was called EITC 2.0 that allows businesses to collectively donate 
up to 50 million dollars for “opportunity scholarships.”
	
 The opportunity scholarships can only be obtained by students who live in the attendance 
area of one of the schools designated by the state as the “bottom 15%.”  The students are to come 
from low income families. (When I explain what that means, you may question if the term “low 
income” really applies.)
	
 The state used only PSSA scores from 2010-2011 to come up with the list.  I feel badly 
for many of the schools on the list as some have already improved in 2011-2012 but it doesn’t 
matter.  GM is not on the list but overtime, as the bar is raised on test scores and on what 
percentage of schools will be deemed “bottom,” anything is possible.
	
 Assuming the first criterion is met and the child is from a designated underperforming 
school, then the family must meet income eligibility.  If their household’s annual income is no 
greater than $60,000, plus $12,000 for each dependent member of the household, then the 
student qualifies.  So, a family of 4 can make up to $84,000 and be eligible for these 
scholarships.  For 2013-2014, the family income level rises to $75,000 plus $12,000 for every 
dependent.   (The proponents of this program herald it as a way for children living in poverty to 
escape the sentence of a poor education.  Hmmm.)
	
 Many questions are raised with this program.  One question that arises is whether the 
private schools will have to accept any eligible student. The guidelines say:  “Nothing in the law 
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will be construed to prohibit a participating nonpublic school from limiting admission to a 
particular grade level, a single gender or areas of concentration of the participating nonpublic 
school, including mathematics, science and the arts.  The commonwealth or any of its agencies 
or officers or political subdivisions may not impose any additional requirements on a nonpublic 
school which are not otherwise authorized under the law or require the nonpublic school to enroll 
a recipient if it does not offer appropriate programs or is not structured or equipped with the 
necessary facilities to meet the special needs of the recipient or does not offer a particular 
program requested.   (In other words, special needs students need not apply.)
	
 Further, the state or any school district may not:

1 Prescribe the course content or admissions criteria for any religiously affiliated school;
2 Compel any private school to accept or enroll a student;
3 Impose any additional requirements on any private school that are not otherwise 

authorized; or
4 Require any school to accept or retain a student if the school does not offer programs or is 

not structured or equipped with the necessary facilities to meet the special needs of the 
student or does not offer a particular program requested.

	
 	
 So, can a public school, such as GM, accept these tuition students?  The answer is yes;  
however, the rules are different.  A school district must enroll students in a participating public 
school on a lottery basis from a pool of recipients who meet the application deadline set by PDE 
until its available seats are filled.  In other words, private schools can be selective in regard to 
which students they accept but public schools may not.
	
 	
 The school district of the student’s origin is required to provide transportation to any 
private or public school the opportunity scholarship recipient attends that is within ten miles of 
the school district’s border.  That is not a new law as all public schools must transport their 
resident students to private schools within 10 miles of the border.  (Consequently, GM travels to 
41 schools every day.)
	
 	
 The amount of the scholarships is capped at $8500 for a regular education student and 
$15,000 for a special education student.
	
 	
 For more information on this program and other education issues, google Keystone State 
Education Coalition. 
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