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Opinion: Federal scholarship tax credit should receive
“unacceptable’ grade in Connecticut

The Connecticut Constitution promises that ‘there shall always be free public elementary and
secondary schools in the state’

The Conncticut Constitution promises that “tr aI aIays be free publi eleetary and scondary
schools in the state.” There could not be a more straightforward guarantee, nor a clearer criterion to judge
this program by. (File photo)

By PATRICE MCCARTHY and FRAN RABINOWITZ | Connecticut Association of Public School
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On New Year’s Day 2027, the new Federal Scholarship Tax Credit, or FSTC, which was enacted by the
U.S. Congress last year, will take effect. And as we stand one year after it was signed into law last July,
more questions abound than the U.S. Department of Education and the Department of the Treasury have
been able to answer. This is why, if we were grading the plan, we’d mark it “unacceptable.”

The law provides that states must opt into the program so that students in those states can receive
scholarships, which means Connecticut has a decision to make. We believe that Gov. Ned Lamont should
carefully evaluate how this program would work and—more importantly—how it will be kept accountable
and transparent to state taxpayers. As it stands now, we know very little about it.

We do know that the program will provide a tax credit of up to $1,700 per taxpayer per year for contributions
to “scholarship granting organizations” (SGOs), and that funds can be used at both private and public
schools.

Since funding can flow to private education providers, we also know that this is essentially a back-door
private school voucher program, a policy that the General Assembly has historically rejected.

A choice is not a choice unless it is a choice for everyone.

Research on voucher programs in individual states shows that the programs fail to show improvement in
student academic outcomes and primarily benefit wealthier families with students already attending private
schools. These programs also exacerbate existing inequities since the ability to choose a private school
education is most often open to upper-middle-class and the wealthy. At the same time, public schools in
these states become even more deprived of the resources necessary for every student to succeed.

Putting that aside, the FSTC is not free money.

It is estimated to take $20 billion to $50 billion out of the federal budget each year, reducing federal funds
available for already underfunded public education programs such as the Individuals with Disabilities
Education Act, or IDEA, and Title 1.

States that opt into the program will have to bear the cost of regulating it. At a time when state legislators of
both parties and Governor Lamont just tackled the daunting task of making sure the state budget devoted
enough funding reached Connecticut’s public school classrooms, and the Blue Ribbon Commission on K-12
Education Funding and Accountability is hard at work designing a new funding system that will allow funding
to keep pace with actual educational costs, it would be unwise to tap state resources for an incompletely
designed program with no existing oversight to insure the rights of all students are protected.

First things first. Until regulations or guidance are issued by the U.S. Treasury, we do not know if
Connecticut will have the ability to impose conditions related to accountability and equity on the scholarship-
granting organizations, to say nothing about how much this would cost.

Connecticut taxpayers should not be forced to bear all the financial risks for a program that offers indirect
benefits, if any, to public schools and their students.

The Connecticut Constitution promises that “there shall always be free public elementary and secondary
schools in the state.” There could not be a more straightforward guarantee, nor a clearer criterion to judge
this program by.

Until federal rules are established and the impact analyzed, the prudent course is for Connecticut to decline
to participate and continue to focus on meeting the needs of all students. This is the responsible path that
protects public resources and ensures that Connecticut’s public schools continue to be the cornerstone of
our democracy.
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