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Sizing up school

voucher proposal
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Special to the Times

Scholarships
for poor
children are
in the best tradition of
our commitment to equal
educational opportunity.

aving spent my life in public

education, I know better than

most the challenge we face with

children who come to school
from homes where the rent is paid at the
expense of food on the kitchen table. That’s
one reason I can’t accept a form of poli-
tics that would deny poor children any rea-
sonable learning opportunity we can give
them.

In Florida, the Tax Credit Scholarship
is the only program aimed specifically at
giving more opportunities to children who
have so few. It is solely for K-12 students
whose household incomes qualify them
for free or reduced lunch, and we know at
this point that it is attracting the poorest
and lowest-performing students. We also
know these families are so desperate they
will pay upward of $1,000 to make up the
difference between the $3,950 scholarship
and tuition at the 1,100 private schools the
state has approved to enroll scholarship
recipients.

We have 772 low-income students on the
scholarship in Pinellas (77 in my district)
attending a variety of private schools —
including Academy Prep and Yvonne Reed

the University of South Florida St. Peters-
burg. Before I was elected, I helped lead a
campaign in Pinellas County that persuad-
ed voters to overwhelmingly support an
increase in their property taxes for teacher
salaries, improved support for reading pro-
grams, and a sustained underwriting of
arts programs.

To me, a scholarship option for poor,
struggling schoolchildren is in the greatest
tradition of our collective commitment to
equal educational opportunity. I do not feel
it is anti-public school but prochild, which
is what every educator, public or private,
supports and values.

The parents in my district who are poor
and motivated enough to pursue this schol-
arship are not trying to harm public educa-
tion. Not at all; they’re just trying to help
their children. Parental involvement in
these programs is very high because they
have realized home and school are a part-





