P
* Lexington
*x ¥ INstitute

Libertad e la Educacion:

Sehool Choice Solutions Jor Closing
the Latino Achievement Gap

. ™
J.:‘.. J. -

/ |+ -.-

- ".‘ﬁ;’. s prs k.

3 - ‘ \ » " & /

? - F
; .
r \ \ -
" -
y: 'l' -‘.‘.I—

4

»

fe

\\ . .:I,'I ' | :
By Lori Drummer and Don Soifer JUNE 2010



EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Cavernous achievement gaps between Latino children in the United States and their
white peers have not only persisted through the past decade, but have barely shown
any signs of improving. This paper discusses three proven initiatives that would offer
greater parental choice opportunities for Latino families, and that may represent the
best chance to close the Latino learning gap in the United States:

¢ Virtual schooling options driven by new advances in educational technology
enabling more efficient learning;

¢ School choice programs that consistently demonstrate better results and
higher parental satisfaction;

e Specialized scholarships for children diagnosed with disabilities.

Details follow.
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as American public education failed Latino families? Cavernous achievement

gaps between Latino and white children persist as an education system

dominated by teacher unions and powerful entrenched interests denies
parents opportunities to make crucial choices about their children’s education.

Results on the 2009 National Assessment for
Educational Progress (NAEP) showed Latino children If current trends hold,
twice as likely as white children to score in the woeful ~ EFSTEE every 100 Latino
“below basic” category at both the fourth and eighth kindergartners in the
grade reading levels. The more alarming trend, United States, only 11
however, is that they essentially failed to improve will obtain a bachelor’s
between 2002 and 2009. For the two in five Latino degree, forecasts the
eighth graders nationally scoring “below basic,” the Education Trust.

lowest category, the odds against earning a high
school diploma are steep.
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“Basic” reading skills for eighth graders
are defined as being “able to locate
information and to interpret the meaning
of a word as it is used in a text” So

the three in ten Chicago Latino eighth
graders without these skills face steep
odds trying to avoid becoming among
the 35 percent of Latinos aged 16-24 in

the Chicago metropolitan area who are
high school dropouts.

If current trends hold, out of every 100 Latino kindergartners in the United States, only
11 will obtain a bachelor’s degree, forecasts the Education Trust.'

It is clearly time for a different approach, and reforms based around parental choice
offer strong promise for Latino students. Such reforms implemented in Florida,
including virtual schooling, private school choices for low-income and special needs
students, and a robust charter school market, have demonstrated a remarkable record
of achievement over the past decade.

Based on 2009 NAEP scores, Florida’s Latino fourth graders now outscore or tie the
statewide reading averages of 31 states. That means that Florida fourth grade Latino
children are outperforming the statewide reading average for all students — whites
and higher income students included - in 31 other states.

As noted by researchers Matthew Ladner and Dan Lips, Florida Latinos’ fourth grade
reading scores were 25 points below the national average of white students in 1998,
but by 2009 had closed the gap to just six points.”> According to Ladner, if these
trends continue, Florida Latino fourth graders will tie the national reading average of
white children by 2011.?

One fact is clear: educational options were key policies that helped ignite this success
in the Latino community and start to close the achievement gap in Florida.

This report proposes three initiatives that would offer greater parental choice
opportunities for Latino families in the United States:
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e Virtual schooling options made possible by a combination of factors,
including new advances in education technology that has demonstrated
remarkable learning efficiency, improved broadband internet access among
Latino families, and a proliferation of virtual-school-friendly state education
laws. Another important benefit of virtual schooling is its ability to help
overcome regional teacher shortages most likely to occur in predominantly
Latino schools.

e School voucher programs, like the Milwaukee Parental Choice Program,
offer Latino families access to better, safer schools and the opportunity to
choose among specialized learning environments, and have demonstrated
impressive results.

o Specialized scholarships to allow the 8.5 percent of Latino families with
children diagnosed with disabilities to transfer to nearby public or private
schools — a solution shown to be exceedingly popular among families enrolled,
while also saving taxpayer dollars.

A 2009 analysis of Chicago education determined Nationally, the higher

the percentage of
Latino students that
attend a particular
high school, the more

that Latino students attending charter schools
outperformed their Chicago Public Schools (CPS)
peers 66 percent of the time. That report also
demonstrated that Chicago English learners
attending charters outscored their CPS peers
83.8 percent of the time. The fact that school
overcrowding seems to fall most heavily in Latino

likely they are to be
taught by teachers who
lack a college major in
the subject they are
teaching.

neighborhoods (as seen in Chicago, California, and
elsewhere), adds to the urgency of the need for new
parental choice options.

Unfortunately, most of the nation’s largest Latino constituency and advocacy groups
continue to use their considerable political clout in support of liberal political agendas
seeking to bolster the public education monopoly and teacher union control of
government education spending. As this report details, the advantages of a system
that provides real parental choice may represent the best chance to close

the Latino learning gap in the United States.

3
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echnological breakthroughs that benefit learning are nothing new.
But recent advances in education technology may be on the verge of
revolutionizing the business of how children, and adults, learn.

Currently in the United States, 27 states offer statewide virtual schools where students
can take classes online, and 25 allow full-time virtual schooling, according to research
by the Heritage Foundation’s Dan Lips. Major providers of elementary and secondary
virtual education programs include K12 and Connections Academy, while a growing
number of high-quality online providers can be found on the internet at sites like
Hippocampus.org. Many utilize “hybrid” combinations of computerized learning, and
in-person teaching, often supplemented with specialized instructional materials.

Such programs have demonstrated powerful advantages
addressing the needs of a vast range of student types:
at-risk learners, children with learning disabilities, gifted
and talented, rural and urban settings, and older children
requiring instruction in specialized areas where qualified
teachers may be in short supply.

Nationally, the higher the percentage of Latino students

that attend a particular high school, the more likely they

are to be taught by teachers who lack a college major in the subject they are teaching.*
So while the proliferation of available high-quality virtual learning programs stands to
benefit all children, benefits for Latinos may be especially valuable.

A study conducted by the U.S.
Department of Education in 2009
found that students in online
learning programs generally
performed better, on average, than
those in traditional, classroom
settings.” It also concluded that
hybrid programs, offering a
combination of online and face-
to-face instruction, produced the
highest results.
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Online learning programs provide
teachers with continuous verification
of content mastery allowing them to
specialize instruction to the needs

of individual children. When done
effectively, the learning that results can
be remarkably efficient. This constant
stream of information about student
progress allows for well-informed
decisions that target learning sequences
so that they are tailored to children’s
individual strengths and weaknesses.

A secondary, related benefit of virtual education is that it allows for a higher degree
of accountability for education providers. Harvard Business School professor and
“disruption innovation” guru Clayton Christensen argues that virtual charter schools
“must be held to a higher standard by funding them on a performance basis, rather
than enrollment and attendance data.’

Another prominent factor driving the growth of online learning is the proliferation of
broadband internet access. According to the Pew Hispanic Center, home broadband
internet use among Latino households increased by more than 13 percentage points
between 2006 and 2008. Regular internet use is much higher among U.S. Latinos
who speak and read English fluently than among those who have limited English
abilities or speak only Spanish. But technological advances may soon render even
that unnecessary, as virtual education providers are targeting cell phones and PDAs as
their newest valuable online learning tools.

One innovative new school offering such promise is Chicago’s VOISE Academy (Virtual
Opportunities Inside a School Environment), opened in Fall 2008 as part of the city’s
Renaissance 2010 initiative. While the school’s governance and enrollment policies are
best described as “traditional,” that description ends there. VOISE utilizes a hybrid teaching
approach built around a digital curriculum developed by Seattle-based APEX Learning.
Each student is issued their own laptop (with controls that monitor online activity).
Classroom teachers supplement learning with their own lesson plans, and are available
for extra help until 5PM, and on Saturday mornings. It is one of only a small number of
degree-granting hybrid schools in the country.®

5
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This relatively small traditional public school has open, non-selective enrollment. Its
student population, with 95 percent eligible for free or reduced meals and 97 percent
African-American, reflects its immediate neighborhood. While the school is still quite
new, initial results are promising: dropout rates and the rate of students on-track to
graduate both compare favorably with district averages.

The learning model offers numerous advantages, largely as a result of the immediate
feedback students receive on their work. This allows the highly-adaptive software to
differentiate lessons to each child’s needs. Students advance to their next lesson only
after scoring 70 percent on a computer-administered assessment.

Virtual schools are now possible in Illinois, as a result of a change made to Illinois
statute in 2009. Elsewhere in the United States, virtual schools like the Florida

Virtual School (FLVS) or Pennsylvania’s Commonwealth Connections Academy are
available to any student statewide. Both schools serve a growing number of at-risk
student populations. FLVS also serves some 2,000 students in other states, and even
other countries. A 2007 report by Florida TaxWatch concluded that, “FLVS students
consistently perform at or above their counterparts on the FCAT standardized test and
on Advanced Placement exams.”

VOISE’s small proportion of Latino students served is far below that of the Chicago
Public Schools as a whole (over 40 percent) a challenge facing other virtual schools in

[llinois as well.

Providing increased educational opportunities for

“We have not

begun to even grasp
what technologies
can do to benefit

Latino and other minority populations was a primary
purpose for the creation of the University of California
College Preparatory (UCCP) Initiative, founded in 1998.
Francisco Hernandez, the school’s founding executive
director, noted California Department of Education data
showing that Latino students are significantly less likely BT a(a 20 =110 [

to have access to a college preparatory curriculum than 32 Ve de) Bl 7 ) oo [-r
other children. A fundamental goal of UCCP has been
to provide Advanced Placement and honors classes to
those students without adequate access to those courses.

Latino students.”

Shortages of qualified, high-quality teachers, prevalent in numerous regions across
the United States, demonstrate a crucial educational need that virtual learning
can help address. The most widely-cited shortages include qualified high-school
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science, math and English-as-a-Second-
Language teachers. This last challenge

is frequently discussed by school district
officials as a primary factor holding back
English learners from reaching fluency and
academic content goals. This is especially
damaging for Latinos, who comprise three-
fourths of all English learners in the United
States.

Dr. Hernandez, who now serves as Vice
Chancellor for Students at the University of
Hawaii at Manoa, sees online learning as a
valuable tool for delivering higher-quality
educational options for Latinos. “We have
not begun to even grasp what technologies can do to benefit Latino students,” he
says, and points to the need to maximize experimentation.

But his experiences as a pioneer in the field of virtual schooling also offer Dr.
Hernandez a unique perspective on its future direction. He worries about the
shortage of Latinos in leadership roles in online learning and charter schools, and
about the reliance on profitability as a primary motive for growth. The involvement
of regional or national advocacy groups to encourage industry directions with greater
educational benefits for Latinos would help guide progress. “We don’t want to set

up another dual-track system”in virtual learning to mirror what occurs now in public
education, he cautions, emphasizing that narrowing minority learning gaps should be
a primary goal for such innovations.

More than one million elementary and secondary
students in the United States enrolled in at least one Regular internet use is
online course in 2007-08, according to a report by much higher among U.S.
the Sloan Consortium. This represents a 47 percent Latinos who speak and
increase since 2005-06. Because state laws continue read English fluently.

to evolve to provide opportunities for more
students to benefit from virtual learning, this growth
will likely continue to increase. This, accompanied by steady improvements in the
quality of virtual programs offered, means that educational advantages can also be
expected to grow. For Latinos, taking advantage of these opportunities represents a
vital new tool in the race to close the learning gaps which have been an ever-present
reality in American education.

7
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Latino Students Face Challenges

The challenges facing Latino children are at least as steep in the state of Wisconsin

as most anywhere in the nation. One in three Latino children there will grow up in
poverty, compared to one-tenth of non-Latino, white children. Latino families not
officially in poverty also make substantially less money than their counterparts, as the
median family income for a non-Latino/white family was $63,582 in 2006, while Latino
families made an average of just $35,083.

Non-economic challenges facing Latino children in Wisconsin also reflect national
trends. For instance, a school-aged Latino child in Wisconsin has a 43 percent likelihood
of living in a single parent home, while his non-Latino/white counterpart has a 25
percent chance of growing up with just one parent. Among those who speak Spanish,
40 percent of school-aged children have limited English proficiency.’

And as they have in minority student populations throughout the nation, these
indicators have contributed to an achievement gap for Latino children in the classroom.

Photo by John Paul Greco courtesy of
St. Anthony School of Milwaukee
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According to the National Assessment of Educational
“Saint Anthony School Progress, in Wisconsin, non-Latino/whites outscore their
is uniquely positioned Latino peers by 21 points in both math and reading in
to serve Latino the fourth grade; and 24 points in math and 22 points in
students because we reading in the eighth grade.?

have created a school

(L GG EN EEL T Fortunately for Milwaukee families, school choice in the
LG EXG TG IERELERGIEG T form of the Milwaukee Parental Choice Program (MPCP)
wants of the adults.’ provides a valuable solution. The nation’s oldest taxpayer-
supported voucher program allows private schools to
serve some 20,000 children, generally with superior

School President
Terry Brown

results.

St. Anthony School

It is through this program that St. Anthony School of Milwaukee throws these children
a lifeline. The Catholic school in the urban heart of the city serves approximately
1,300 students — 98 percent Latino, 95 percent who come from homes where English
is not their first language, and 99 percent who qualify for free and reduced lunch.
Students attending St. Anthony School learn English, make dramatic advances
academically, and are taught values essential to becoming productive members of
society. However, through school president Terry Brown’s own admission, the school
would not exist if not for the Milwaukee Parental Choice Program, on which the vast
majority of its students over the past decade have depended for their tuition.

The school’s leadership has demonstrated a determination to serve low-income Latino
students. To add more instructional time, they lengthened the school day to eight
hours and also extended the school year, adopting curriculum changes as needed.

“Saint Anthony School is uniquely
positioned to serve Latino students
because we have created a school
focused on the needs of the children
and not the wants of the adults,” said
Brown. Using the increased flexibility
inherent to the private school setting
and its non-union environment has
allowed necessary changes to happen

Photo by John Paul Greco courtesy of
St. Anthony School of Milwaukee
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as quickly as possible to ensure student academic
success. St. Anthony School has created a data
system that allows faculty and administration to
know how each child and each faculty member is
performing on a daily basis — holding both students
and faculty accountable for academic gains. Faculty
and administration are rewarded for student
academic gains in reading and math through a merit

At least 32 proposals
have been introduced
in 22 states that would

offer parents of special
needs students the
ability to choose a
private education.

pay system, which was approved by the faculty

several years ago.

“Our English
Language Learning
programs are focused
on building English
proficiency as quickly

as possible so that

our children can enter
content classes such
as history/geography,
literature and science.”

And with these changes have come impressive
academic gains. The school’s student population more
than doubled between 2003 and 2005, and then grew
by another 60 percent between 2005 and 2009. Such
increases could be expected to constrain academic
progress. But over this latter period, fourth grade
scores doubled in all three content areas.

Most impressive have been test scores for students
attending the school for more than one year. At

the third grade level, 45 percent of these children
performed at proficient levels in reading and language

arts, well above the rates for new students. Math scores remained low, with just
over 20 percent of these students scoring at proficient. At the fifth grade level, these
patterns persisted, although 29 percent of students in the school for over a year

scored proficient in math.

“We have created positions within our administration focused entirely on coaching
teachers in instructional delivery as well as classroom management techniques,” says
Brown. “These same coaches are watching lesson progress and student testing data
to ensure each child is progressing at an appropriate and challenging rate.”

School faculty believes that an adapted English Third grade
Immersion program is the most efficient method of proficiency levels
bringing Latino children to academic success. “Our on the lowa Test of
English Language Learning programs are focused on Basic Skills tripled in
building English proficiency as quickly as possible so reading, language

arts and math.
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that our children can enter content classes such as history/geography, literature and
science which are taught exclusively in English. Academic success in English is the
goal,” observes Brown.

But language skills are not entirely focused on English at the school. “Students who
have mastered English grammar and writing by the end of eighth grade are required
to take three years of Spanish in our high school program so that the children become
literate in their native language.”

St. Anthony School’s Best Practices

The school focuses on children’s academic needs. One method that has proved successful
has been extending reading and math blocks. Students spend at least 90 minutes and

up to 2.5 hours in reading blocks each day. Children completing the reading program
advance to Latin. “In every successful urban school | have visited, it is clear to me that
administration must be laser-focused on order in the school as a whole and in each
classroom to ensure that not one minute is lost to instruction due to slow transitions,
student disruptions, or any other factor,” notes Brown. “Time is precious. Eliminate
any activity which is a barrier to the time spent on instruction.”

The academic platform emphasizes cultural literacy as well as academic skills. St.
Anthony School uses the rigorous, classics-infused Core Knowledge learning sequence
to determine which subjects and topics are covered at each grade level. For instance,
fourth grade students read Patrick Henry’s “Give Me Liberty Or Give Me Death” speech,
add and subtract fractions with like denominators, and study the legends of King Arthur
and the Knights of the Round Table.

Brown shares, “The goal
of this sequence is to
ensure that the children
have the vocabulary
and background
knowledge necessary to
be considered literate
and conversant in our
culture in order to

fully participate in the
American Dream.”

Photo by John Paul Greco courtesy of
St. Anthony School of Milwaukee
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School leaders believe that the forces of the free market are working for their
students. “For more than forty years, taxpayers have been willing to commit endless
amounts of their hard earned dollars to our urban districts to try to improve the lot
of kids most in need,” Brown says. “The American sense of decency and fair play
that drove this financial commitment to our urban districts has had no effect on the
quality of urban education and likely has contributed to the further collapse of our
city schools by driving out middle class taxpayers from our urban centers.”

Milwaukee Parental Choice Program

The Milwaukee Parental Choice Program is the nation’s oldest voucher program. In
order to receive a scholarship to attend a private school through this state program, a
student’s family income can be no higher than 175 percent of the poverty rate (or
$39,630 for a family of four) in his first year of participation and no more than 220
percent of poverty any year thereafter. In the 2009-10 school year, 20,328 students
enrolled in the program, which has a cap 22,500 students. Almost 15 percent of
students enrolled in the MPCP are Hispanic.’

Since its inception in 1990, the Milwaukee Parental

Choice Program has been studied dozens of times,

and continuous reports, research, surveys, and reviews

indicate that this program serves low-income students

well. According to the University of Arkansas’ School

Choice Demonstration Project, a state-mandated

longitudinal study that has released two of five years

worth of reports, by the time MPCP students are in

the eighth grade, they outpace public school students

in almost all indicators.” Students in MPCP are three times less likely to attend a
school where the police are called than their Milwaukee Public School counterparts."
Parents of MPCP students find more support from school administrators and teachers
than they did in the public setting.”” A March 2009 report by the Program noted that
the program produced substantial net savings for taxpayers of $31.9 million in 2008.

Brown sees private school choice as a critical solution for solving many of the challenges
of urban education. “Put the consumers of education, the parents, in charge of directing
where their children go to school and to which school their tax dollars flow," says Brown.
“The result will be continuously improving schools, serving more satisfied parents and
students, more efficiently. Everyone benefits except for those schools with exorbitant
cost structures, poor product, and an inability to respond to and compete.”’
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SPECIAL EDUCATION SCHOLARSHIPS

n the 35 years since federal law officially mandated school districts to educate all

children with disabilities, inclusion of this unique population of children in public

education has increased dramatically — from just over 20 percent to 95 percent
today, according to the U.S. Department of Education.

Nationally, Latino children are identified as having
disabilities and placed in special education programs
at a rate of 8.5 percent.” Compared with a rate of 8.6
percent for white children, both populations are close
to the national average (African-American children are
identified with disabilities at a rate of 12.4 percent).
According to the National Center for Educational
Statistics, as of the 2006-07 school year 13.6 percent
of all public school students have a disability, as
compared with 8.3 percent of the public school
population thirty years earlier.

92.7 percent of
families with McKay
scholarships were
satisfied or very
satisfied with their

chosen school, while
only 32.7 percent
had been similarly
satisfied with their
public school.

Public schools have made much progress in serving students with disabilities, and
high school graduation rates and employment rates for disabled students have risen
dramatically. Process-heavy federal special education laws and regulations, however,
remain among the most problematic and widely criticized sets of requirements in
American public education.

But as intervention methodologies are studied and best practices emerge, one
lesson has become abundantly clear: special needs students require individualized
education strategies. In light of this growing understanding, one type of program
that has enjoyed a high level of satisfaction from parents and a great response from
participating students - all while costing taxpayers less money - is special needs
scholarships.

Individualized Education

Since federal law officially mandated schools to educate all children with disabilities in
1975, public and private schools have rushed to identify and address the needs of this
unique population. The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), stipulates
that schools provide each disabled child an Individualized Education Program (IEP)
that establishes an education plan designed for the specific needs of that student.

13
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One effect of this process has been the increased participation of parents in decisions
impacting their child’s education. When parents learn about their child’s special
needs, they can become even more committed to pursuing the best education
available to address the disability.

Use of Special Needs Scholarships

First established through Florida’s McKay
Scholarship for Students with Disabilities in
1999, special needs scholarships are now
available in four additional states: Arizona,
Georgia, Ohio, and Utah. Generally, these
programs allow parents of students with an
IEP to choose a public or private education
provider that they determine can best
educate the child. (In Ohio, the program
exclusively serves students with autism.) A
portion of the public funding that is associated with that child’s IEP then follows the
student to pay for the parentally-chosen program.

More than 24,000 students were participating in special needs scholarship programs
nationwide in the 2007-08 school year." The McKay Scholarship Program serves

the majority of those children. As of November 2009, the Florida Department of
Education reported that 19,913 students — or approximately five percent of students
with an IEP statewide — enrolled in the program. Of these students, almost 44 percent
were eligible for free or reduced priced lunch, and more than 4,000 of the students
were identified Hispanic.”

McKay Scholarship Offers Hope

As the oldest program of its kind, the McKay scholarship
has been extensively researched over the past decade.
Three separate studies by Jay Greene and colleagues offer
hope that this approach is proving beneficial to families
with children with disabilities as well as taxpayers.

Process-heavy federal
special education
laws and regulations,
however, remain
among the most

problematic and
wide criticized sets
of requirements in
American public
education.

Classification of Specific Learning Disabilities (SLD) has
more than tripled since 1976 nationwide. In fact, more
than 40 percent of students with disabilities have been
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labeled SLD, which is largely a subjective category of identification. While some of
this dramatic growth, no doubt, is credited to a clearer understanding of disabilities
among the education and medical communities, increasing evidence suggests that
government financial incentives associated with an IEP and schools mislabeling
students’ disabilities could contribute to this increase.

To learn more about the effects the McKay program
has had on the identification of learning disabilities,
Greene and Marcus A. Winters, Ph.D., conducted a
study in 2009 to review the impact on the likelihood
of a student to be labeled SLD in a Florida public
school. They found that since the implementation
of McKay, fourth- through sixth-grade students were
15 percent less likely to be newly diagnosed with an
SLD if they lived relatively close to private schools that
accepted the McKay scholarship. They contend that
the reduction of SLD classification results from public
districts’ desire to keep students — and the money
associated with them - enrolled in their schools in lieu of giving them the option to
attend a private school.

In 2008 Greene and Winters also found that the McKay scholarship had a positive
impact on the academic achievement of the students with special needs who
remained in the public school system."® They found that public school students
identified with Specific Learning Disabilities — who were eligible to participate in the
McKay program but who chose to remain in their district school - made statistically
significant test score improvements in both math and reading as more nearby private
schools participated in the McKay program.

Greene and Greg Forster, Ph.D., conducted the first empirical study on the
performance of the McKay program in 2003. Of those surveyed: 92.7 percent of the
families of current McKay participants were satisfied or very satisfied with their chosen
school, while only 32.7 percent had been similarly satisfied with their public school.
While in their public schools, 46.8 percent of the participating students surveyed
reported that they had been victimized often because of their disabilities, and while
in McKay, only 5.3 percent reported such harassment. Of the families surveyed

who were no longer participating in the program, more than 90 percent of the
respondents believed that the program should continue."”

15
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Parents Choose What'’s Best

While data and surveys can bolster a policy argument, individual success stories
illustrate the effect these scholarship programs are having on children and their
families. In the case of Lynette Estrada, the McKay Scholarship Program not only
offered her son Lucas a better educational opportunity, it literally saved his life. A
special education teacher in a Miami public school system, Lynette considered her
school one of the best. Unfortunately, when her son was diagnosed with autism, she
became increasingly dissatisfied with his education.

“The different levels of autism were all placed in one room due to funding,’ Lynette
recalled. “l observed one child banging his head against a wall, one little girl with
self-mutilation marks on her arm, and one boy removing his clothing and trying to
bite the teacher because she was trying to stop him. The higher-functioning children
were left alone. This was not the setting for my son."

After being told Lucas should be placed in an emotionally handicapped classroom,

Lynette began working with him at home - and his reading improved considerably.
Lucas’ doctor had faith that he was capable of the work, and Lynette agreed. Using

the McKay scholarship Lynette made the decision to place Lucas in a private school,
where he is reaching his “full emotional and academic potential.”

The individualized program that Lynette
and Lucas found not only saved his
academic career - it saved his life. When
Lucas began school, Lynette learned her
son had an overactive bladder, resulting
in an insatiable thirst and frequent
restroom breaks. His new teachers closely
monitored Lucas and began to believe
there could be another explanation. With
faith in his teachers, Lynette pushed her
doctors to further investigate his problem
when ultimately they found a tumor on
his pituitary gland and diagnosed the
young boy with cancer. While Lucas
missed a substantial amount of school, he
continued his education because his new

school was so attentive to his needs.
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Lynette still works as a special needs teacher in the public school system - and
strongly believes that parents of children with disabilities need options. “We need to
embrace our children’s differences and guide them so they can succeed."®

Growth Across the Nation

The success of special needs scholarships has prompted a flurry of interest in state
capitols nationwide. According to the Advocates for School Choice, at least 32
proposals have been introduced in 22 states that would offer parents of special needs
students the ability to choose a private education. In conjunction with the nation’s
leading school choice advocates, the American Legislative Exchange Council has
developed model legislation for the adoption of state scholarships.

Federal proposals to encourage the growth of special needs scholarships have also
been introduced, but not adopted. The most prominent of these a 2003 plan by then-
Congressman Jim DeMint, who noted, “Too often, the complicated and adversarial
federal IDEA system prevents parents from making choices unless they are wealthy
and have the time to navigate the confusing IDEA bureaucracy. Families at all income
levels should be given options to ensure that their disabled children receive a truly
equal and quality education.”

17
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