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For the last two weeks we’ve been exploring the topic of “educational student accounts,” 
the latest proposal from some Republicans in Harrisburg to divert public dollars to non-public 
schools and other services.  In the first week, we learned that public dollars already benefit non-
public schools through services funded by the federal government, transportation funded by the 
state and local districts, and tax incentives at the state and federal level.  In the second week, we 
learned that studies do not support the idea that public students on voucher programs do better in 
private schools and we explored research that tells us parents lack sufficient information to 
discern the effectiveness of schools.

Now many people will ask me why I would be worried about these ESAs.  General 
McLane, they reason, will never be in the bottom 15% of schools and since these ESAs would 
only be for students in those low performing schools, this would not affect us.  That may be true 
but this is a broader issue.

Erie School District would be affected by this program and already they’ve estimated it 
could cost them over 14 million dollars.  That is the same amount the state has agreed to give to 
help them stabilize their finances.  Easy come, easy go. They would be right back at the point of 
having to consider closing high schools and we know how that would impact us.  So, we do have 
a horse in this race.

Naming a “bottom 15%’ requires a system to rank schools which is now presently the 
School Performance Profile (SPP).  The record will show that even when GM has ranked high on 
this system, I’ve expressed significant concerns about using such a ranking system which reduces 
something as complex as a school to one number.  The current administration in Harrisburg 
would wisely do away with such a system if the legislature will allow.  If the ESA law gets put 
into place and if someday, my wildest dreams are achieved and the ranking system is eliminated, 
my bet would be they just let ESAs apply to all schools.

As a matter of principle, I object to the legislature once again shirking their constitutional 
duty to “provide a thorough and efficient system of education.”  Taking money away from an 
underperforming school instead of providing funding and leadership to help it improve is a cop 
out.  The proponents of this will tell you that unions have too much power in these schools and 
the only way to help the children is to get them out.  That’s not leadership, that’s abdication.

It may surprise some to know that I attended a parochial school from grades 1 - 12.  My 
parents chose to put me in a Catholic grade school and high school.  I do not believe they did it 
because they had concerns about the public school but rather, because they were committed 
Catholics and that’s what they were told committed Catholics did.  I can’t say whether I got a 
better education because of their choice but I was certainly led to believe that.

It is because of my attendance at a private school that I am personally opposed to public 
dollars being used to fund those schools through ESAs or any other method.  I believe that 
private schools should be free to teach religious values and inculcate their students with the 
beliefs of the church that school represents.  I also believe that public dollars should have public 
accountability.  I don’t believe you can have both.

Several years ago there was a news story about an athlete in a private high school getting 
expelled from that high school very late in his senior year.  There were complaints that this 
private school “used” this student for his football talent and after his last football season, they 
weren’t invested in his success.  We can’t know what really happened but I don’t think it was 
really anybody’s business; however, if that student was attending that private school with public 
dollars, the procedures and policies of that private school would certainly then be the business of 
some government regulatory body.
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Private schools should have standards for academics and behavior and if they are 
violated, they should be free to expel the violators.  I fear they don’t understand that accepting 
public dollars for tuition will eventually lead to them be subjected to the multiplicity of 
government regulations and controls.  They will become dependent upon the public dollars and 
eventually, the public will figure that out and demand an accounting.  Private schools will then be 
inclined to change their standards to keep the money to which they have become dependent.  
This would be a travesty for private schools.

I know that my parents made many sacrifices to send me to private school.  They did not 
expect the government to help them with a choice made based on their religious conviction.  I 
believe in public education.  I believe that private eduction has an important role to play.  They 
need to be kept separate or the strength of each will be weakened.


