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	 Shortly before Christmas, you may remember an item in the news related to “Educational 
Student Accounts.”  Essentially, what some Republican lawmakers are seeking to do is take 
money from public schools and create an “educational savings account” for a student’s parents to 
use to send the child to a private school.  I’ll return to the specifics of that later but first I wanted 
to share what many do not know:  there is a good amount of public dollars already being 
funneled into private schools.

At the federal level, a number of services are provided to private schools.  It is reasoned 
that because public tax dollars support federal programs, non-profit, private school children and 
teachers are eligible to access the services these programs provide.  To skirt issues with 
separation of church/state, federal funds are not given to private schools nor are they reimbursed, 
but instead, services are provided directly to those schools.  In Pennsylvania, those services are 
provided through Intermediate Units, such as the one located in Edinboro, which hires 
employees to deliver the services and provide administrative oversight.  These services are in the 
area of Remedial Reading, Enrichment Reading, Remedial Math, Enrichment Math, Speech/
Language and Hearing services, Secondary Guidance, Standardized Testing, Psychological 
Services K-12, service to English Language Learners and migrant education.  The budgeted 
amount by the local Intermediate Unit to provide these services to Erie, Warren and Crawford 
counties is $2,902,657.00.

Another area where public funds cover private education is in the area of transportation.  
The law requires us to transport students living in our district to a private school if that private 
school is within 10 miles of our border.  So, General McLane transports 56 students to 10 
different private schools in the region.  Our budgeted amount to get that job done is $380,754.00 
which covers driver wages, benefits and the cost of fuel.  It does not include the cost of purchase 
for vehicles as our vehicles are used for multiple purposes.  Likewise, maintenance costs are not 
broken out separately.

In Pennsylvania, another financial help to private schools from public dollars is 
something called an Opportunity Scholarship which is part of the Educational Innovative Tax 
Credit (EITC) program.  According to the state website, “The program provides tax credits to 
eligible businesses contributing to an Opportunity Scholarship Organization. Business 
contributions are then used by Opportunity Scholarship Organizations to provide tuition 
assistance in the form of scholarships to eligible students residing within the boundaries of a 
low-achieving school to attend another public school outside of their district or nonpublic school. 
A low-achieving school is defined as a public elementary or secondary school ranking in the 
bottom 15 percent of their designation as an elementary or secondary school based upon 
combined math and reading Pennsylvania System of School Assessment (PSSA) scores.”  So for 
Pennsylvania businesses, tax credits may be applied against the tax liability of a business for the 
tax year in which the contribution was made. The tax credits awarded to businesses will be equal 
to 75 percent of their contribution amount, which can be increased to 90 percent upon the 
business committing for two years. The state allows a loss to incoming tax revenue of $60 
million dollars for this program.  The program is set up in such a way as to circumvent church/
state boundaries as the state isn’t technically giving the money, but deferring tax dollars to 
schools of a business’s choosing.  It was interesting to me that in this budget year with revenue 
very tight and a long stand-off to finalize Pennsylvania’s budget, the legislature still saw fit to 
increase the cap on this program, forgoing another $10 million in revenue.

Finally, the new federal “tax reform’ package just passed by Congress provides more 
support for private school families.  An amendment by Ted Cruz, now allows families to use a 
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529 College Savings plan for private school K-12 tuition.  These 529 plans were created in the 
1990s and allowed parents to place money into a college saving fund where the Feds let the 
money grow long-term, tax-free.  In thirty-three states, including Pennsylvania, families also get 
a deduction for their state taxes when using the savings plan.  Like many other parts of the “tax 
reform” bill, it is estimated that only wealthy families will benefit from this move.  Since 
families won’t likely have a long time to invest in a 529 plan for K-12 education, only those with 
money will use it to pass through tuition dollars for tax savings.  Pennsylvania, like 32 other 
states, was caught off guard by this move as they now face a decrease in tax revenue because of 
this.   Ironically, Ted Cruz’s state of Texas, does not allow the deductions and is not affected.

Now that I’ve outlined the current ways public dollars are used in private education, next 
week we’ll discuss the latest proposal coming before Pennsylvania to send additional public 
dollars to private schools.


