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WASHINGTON - Congress
this week expects to give a ritual
burial to an idea championed by
conservatives and endorsed by
President Bush: government
vouchers for private school tu-
ition. But little-noticed develop-
ments on fwo other fronts show
that the movement to give more
parents more choices beyond the

require some
schools to pay
for tutoring.

scheols will benefit from private
competition.

Opponents argue, just as fer-
vently, that vouchers drain scarce
funds away from public schools,
do nothing to solve inequities in
the education system and are im-

public school system is moving practical on a large scale. i
ahead. Twice in the last eight years, k

Legislation that would permit ~ Californians have voted on 2
the use of federal school money voucher initiatives. Michigan vot- 3
for private tutoring almost cer- ers also defeated a voucher pro-
tainly will be enacted. In another  posal in November.
significant precedent, parents will Despite such defeats, voucher
be allowed to sock away $2,000 a  propoments can point to some
year, earning tax-free interest, for ~ progress in recent years as public-
private school tuition. ly funded programs have begun 3

“Itsall astep in theright direc- in Cleveland, Milwaukee and *
tion,” said Christina Culver of communities in Florida, and doz- 2

Children First America, a group
that promotes school vouchers.

This year’s school reform de-
bate shows again that big causes —
in this case, offering private alter-
natives to struggling public
schools — often advance in small
steps. The question is whether
those increments over time add
up to something more.

Opponents of vouchers 1nsist
they will hold the line. Tomor-
row, the Senate is expecied to
reject a proposal by Sen. Judd
Gregg, R-NH,, to spend $50 mul-
lion to launch a voucher program
for students from low-income
families in as many as three states
and 10 local school systems.

Rejection of the Gregg propos-
al should close the current con-
gressional debate concerning
vouchers, which Bush conceded
weeks ago, and clear the way soon
after for Senate passage of a bill
authorizing federal aid to elemen-
tary and secondary schools.

But on this issue, both sides
know there always is another fight
around the corner. Backers claim
vouchers are a matter of justice
and sound policy — Justice, they
say, because poor children should
not be trapped in failing schools;
policy, they say, because public

ens of privately funded efforts
have sprouted nationwide.

And this year, proponenis
claim they have wrung a couple of
key concessions from Congress.

First, the education savings ac-
counts were part of the major tax
cut bill that Bush signed into law.

Oddly enough, the second con-
cession is backed by Sen, Edward
Kennedy, D-Mass, and Rep.
George Miller, D-Martinez, the
top Democrats in Congress on
education issues. Both are promi-
nent voucher critics. Included in
the education bill the House ap-
proved last month and in the Sen-
ate version now under debate is a
significant shift on the use of fed-
eral aid for students from low-in-
come families.

The change requires districts
with persistently failing schools (a
state-by-state judgment call based
on test results) to use a portion of
their aid to offer students extra
help through tutors.

Voucher proponents were elat-
ed. “With these significant new
choices for parents, the end of the
education status quo is at hand,”
Rep. John A. Boehner, R-Ohio,
chatrman of the House Education
Committee, asserted in a letter
last week to Republicans.



