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| am offering this testimony on behalf of the Alaska members and the Alaska Chapter of Americans
United for Separation of Church and State. HIR 1 would strip two provisions in the Alaska
Constitution that guarantee that our taxpayer dollars wiil support public schools—open to all
students regardless of race, religion, gender, or disability—rather than private and religious schools.
The purpose of HIR 1 is to remove the constitutional protections that stand in the way of a private
school voucher program in Alaska. Vouchers, however, violate fundamental principles of religious
freedom and are poor education policy. Instead of providing equai access to high quality education
or setting high standards and accountability, voucher programs have proven ineffective, lack
accountability to taxpayers, and deprive students of rights provided to public school. Accordingly,
the drastic measure of repealing fundamental the Alaska Constitution should be rejected.

The Resolution

This resolution strips a portion of Article VI, Sec. 1 of the Alaska Constitution, which bars the State
from using taxpayer money to fund private religious schools. Voucher proponents seek to repeal this
constitutional protection because religious schools participate in voucher programs at much greater
rates than private secular schools. This is because religious schools are traditionally less expensive
than secular private schools and thus a vaucher goes further at such schools. In the D.C. voucher
program, for example, nearly 82% of the participating schools were faith-based.® The result of
voucher programs, therefore, is the funneling of taxpayer dollars to religious education.

This resolution also amends Article iX, Sec. 6 of the Alaska Constitution in order to escape the
requirement that taxpayer money be spent on a “public purpose.” if passed, SJR 1 would allow
taxpayer money to be spent on the non-public purpose of funding private religious schools.

Passage of HIR 1 Would Violate Core Principles of Religious Libe

Americans United recognizes the vaiue of religious education, and understands that parochial schoois
can serve an important role in the lives of many children. But, because most parochial schools either
cannot or do not wish to separate the religious components of the education they offer from the
academic programs, these schools must be funded by voluntary contributions, not taxation. For
example, The Wall Street Journal published a piece this month by Cardinal Anthony Dolan, the
archbishop of New York, in which he expiained that Catholic schools “won't back away from insisting
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that faith formation be part of our curriculum, even for non-Catholic students.”? Such a stance, of
course, is unobjectionable when the school is supported by church funds. Our objection is to using
taxpaver funding to support such curriculum.

The current Alaska Constitutional provisions that bar pubiic funding of religious schoois protect
reiigious freedom in various ways. First, they protect taxpayers from being forced to subsidize a
religious education that sharpiy conflicts with their most sincerely heid religious beliefs. For those
who do not share a particular religious tradition, such taxpayer-supported religious content is an
affront. Second, they keep the government out of the business of religion—the government should
not be funding religious education but instead funding schools open to all students regardless of their
faith. Third, they protect the autonomy of religious schools. Pubilic funding entangles government
with the religious schools and weakens these schools by making them dependent upon government
money. In order to protect religious freedom, therefore, the current Constitution shouid stand and
HJR 1 should be rejected.

Alaska Should Not Adopt a Program that Aids Discrimination

Private schools can limit admission based on religion, gender, economic status, disability, and other
criteria. And, religious schools can use religious hiring criteria. Most voucher schemes permit private
schoois to maintain these admissions and hiring criteria and benefit from taxpayer funded tuition.
This violates the longstanding principle that government money should never fund discrimination.
Taxpayers should not fund programs through tax credits that harm the fundamentai civil rights of
students and teachers.

Religious schools can iimit admissions and hiring not just to co-religionists, but also to only those
students—and the parents of students—who foliow its teachings and tenets, Religious schools can
expel a student for refusing to take a religious oath, for being gay, or for engaging in any other
religious teaching the school prohibits. Reiigious schools can aiso segregate students or apply
different policies based on gender. And, these schools can fire an unwed pregnant teacher or a
teacher going through a divarce, if either violates the religious teachings of the school.

Aithough the State permits these schools to engage in these practices with their own private funds,
such discriminatory poiicies should never be supported and funded with Aiaska taxpayer funds.

Vouchers Do Not Improve Student Achievement or Resources
According to multiple studies of the District of Columbia,® Milwaukee,* and Cleveiand® schooi

voucher programs, students offered vouchers do not perform better in reading and math than

*cardinal Anthony Dolan, The Plan to Save Catholic Schools: How to combat falling enroliment while keeping standards high, The Wall Street
Journal, February 1, 2013, A1},
<http://online.wsj.com/article/SB10001424127887323701904578275921970228476.html Pmod=googlenews_wsj>.

3U.5. Dep't of Educ. Final Report; U.S. Dep't of £d., Evaluation of the D.C. Scholorship Program: Impact After 3 Yeors (Apr. 2009); U.S. Dep't
of Ed., Evaluation of the D.C. Scholarship Progrom. impact Afier 2 Years {lune 2008); U.5. Dep't of Ed., Evaluation of the D.C. Scholarship
Progrom; impact After 1 Year (June 2007).

* Witte, Wolf, et al., MPCP Longitudinal Educational Growth Study Third Year Repart {Apr. 2010); Witte, Wolf, et al , MPCP Longitudinot
Educational Growth Study Second Year Report {Mar. 2009); Witte, Wolf, et al., MPCP Longitudinal Education Growth Study Baseline Report
{Feb. 2008); Witte, Achievement Effects of Milwaukee Youcher Program (Feb, 1997); Witte, et al., Fifth Year Report Milwaukee Parental
Choice Program {Dec. 1995).



students in public schoois. in 2011, the Wisconsin Legislative Audit Bureau reieased a five-year
longitudinal study, which concluded that students in Miiwaukee using vouchers to attend private and
religious schools perform no better on standardized tests than their counterparts in public schools. ®
Similarly, the U.S. Department of Education studied the D.C. voucher program for five years and
found the program produced no statistically significant improvements overall in educational
achievement.’

Voucher programs aiso fail to offer participating students greater educational resources. In fact, the
Department of Education studies of the D.C. voucher show that students participating in the program
are actually /ess likely to have access to programs for English language iearners, learning support and
special neseds programs, tutors, counseiors, cafeterias, and nurse’s offices than students not in the
program.

Vouchers Lack Accountability

Most voucher programs lack sufficient accountability measures. They lack regulation, reporting,
monitoring, and transparency. The current administrator of the D.C. voucher program, for example,
admitted that quality control is “a dead zone, a blind spot” of the program.® And, a report issued by
the Government Accountabiiity Office (GAO) reveaied that the D.C. program has failed to meet even
basic statutory requirements. For exampie, the administrator permitted schools to partlcipate—and
allowed students to attend schools—even though they lacked a valid D.C. occupancy certificate,
failed to submit required financial data, and faiied to submit required annual operationai reports with
basic information on curriculum, teachers’ education, and schooi facilities.’® indeed, some
participating schools failed to submit information on accreditation or educational soundness, yet
voucher students were directed to and attended those schoois.

Similarly, the state of Georgia has given out $170 million doliars in tuition tax credits since 2008, yet
it s difficult to determine “how the money was spent and on whom.”*2 There is no way to determine
whether the private schools funded are successfui or failing, whether the program is serving iow-
income students, or whether the program is supplying tuition to kids who were and would be
attending private schools regardless of the tuition tax program.'®
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The State cannot justify using taxpayer doiiars on programs that are in no way accountabie to the
taxpayer.

Students Using Vouchers Lose Protections Provided to Public School Students

Despite receiving public money, private schools that participate in voucher programs are not subject
to ail federal civil rights laws, and do not face the same public accountability standards, inciuding
those in the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act, Title iX, and IDEA, that ali public schools must meet.
Private voucher schools do not have to comply with the same teacher standards, curriculum, and
testing requirements as the public schools. Most private schools are not subject to state
accreditation standards or state sunshine laws. And, students who attend private schools with
vouchers are stripped of their First Amendment, due process, and other constitutional and statutory
rights offered to them and guaranteed in public schools. Unfortunately, many parents and students
are not even aware of this when they accept the voucher.

Conclusion

Vouchers are not schooi reform. in addition to the fact that they violate principles of religious
freedom and non-discrimination, they also don’t improve education, The government would better
serve our children by using these funds to make the public schools stronger and safer. Accordingly, |
urge you to oppose SJR 1.
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Representative Lynn Gattis
State Capitol, Room 420
Juneau, AK 99801-1182

Dear Representative Gattis:

I submit this correspondence to you as President of the Alaska Parent Teacher Association (Aiaska
PTA}. Unfortunately, ( wiii not be able to testify in person to your committee. Like many working Alaskans
it is extremely difficuit for me to be present at iegisiative hearings conducted during the workday.

| do appreciate this opportunity to submit written testimony. The Alaska PTA opposes House Jaint
Resoiution 1 (HJR 1). As a parent in Anchorage | appreciate all of the educational choices ailowed in the
Anchorage Schooi District. Parents can send their chiidren to wonderfui neighborhood schoois, charter
schoois or enroli chiidren in language immersion programs in Spanish, Russian, Japanese or German.

There is no reason to aliow public doiiars to work their way to private or religious schoois in

Alaska. Private schoois in Anchorage and throughout Alaska serve a certain population of parents and
students that desire a religious education and the parents must pay for this service. Aiaska’s constitution
Is clear and shouid not be changed. Alaskan voters just spoke at the bailot box in November by a 2to 1
margin voting against a constitutionai convention to open up Aiaska’s constitution to changes.

The Alaska PTA heips to ensure that schoois in Aiaska have a voice. Parents and teachers that make up
neighborhood PTA's are working every day to provide the best educationai opportunities to Aiaska's
school children. The Alaska PTA knows that schoois can and need to be improved. Through proper
funding, accountabiiity and course offerings that reach ali children we wiii be able to provide even more
aptions to parents and students in Aiaska.

HJR 1 does not heip the educational progress in Alaska. Public funding of private and religious schools
would immediateiy increase the cost of education in Alaska at a time when carefui budget deiiberations
and austerity is the conversation occurring in Juneau. | urge ali members of the House Education
Committee to oppose HIR 1. Thank you for inciuding this correspondence in the biii packet.

Sincerely,

at %W/

Al Tamagni, Jr,
President
Ajaska PTA
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February 20, 2013

Representative Lynn Gattis
State Capitol

120 4th Street, Mail Stop 3100
Juneau, AK 99801-1182

The Honorable Representative Lynn Gattis:

As president of NEA-Alaska, representing nearly 13,000 educators and education support
professionals, I am writing to inform you that NEA-Alaska opposes HIR 1.

NEA-Alaska opposes HIR 1 because it would create a dual education system in Alaska. Alaskan
Constitutional Delegates gathered in Fairbanks in 1955-56 were concerned with the dual system
of education at that time: one run by the Bureau of Indian Affairs and one by the Territory of
Alaska. The delegates wished to create a unified school system free from sectarianism and
partisanship.

Public schools accept every child. Religious and private schools can legally discriminate.
Choice is not in the hands of the parents: the schools can and do pick and choose whom they
accept.

Finally, Alaskans expect any organization that receives state funds to be accountable. Voucher
schools are not accountable. They have been a failed experiment in the Lower 48.

In short, we do not support HIR1.

Please include this letter in the bill packet.

Respectfully,
Ron Fuhrer

NEA-Alaska President
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