Expanding Educational Choice in Nebraska
One of the distinctive features of a free society is the citizen's ability to make choices.
But in Nebraska there is one crucial area where citizens lack full freedom of choice:
education. Unlike 21 other states, Nebraska does not have a program utilizing tax credits,
vouchers, or educational savings accounts to aid students choosing to attend private
schools, restricting private school attendance in Nebraska only to those who can afford
the tuition.[1]
Fortunately, LB14, introduced by Omaha Sen. Bob Krist, seeks to remedy that situation
by giving a limited tax credit for individuals or businesses donating to "state-certified,
nonprofit, scholarship-granting organizations" with at least 95 percent of the donated
revenue going to means-tested scholarships for children to attend private
schools.[2] Under LB14, these scholarships would be means tested, so the recipient
could not come from a household earning more than three times the eligible income for
free and reduced lunch. Therefore, a family of four would have to have income less than
$69,150 in order for one of their children to receive a tax credit scholarship.[3]
Studies of these types of programs show that they have had some success in boosting
student achievement. One prominent example is a study in Florida which found that low
performing students who received a tax credit scholarship for private school improved
test scores relative to their peers in their default public school.[4]Another study
examining the effect private competition has on public schools showed Florida public
schools actually saw student performance improve on state math and reading tests when
there was a private school providing competition.[5] So not only did individual students
receiving the scholarships improve, but the public schools improved their performance
as well, benefitting all students affected.
Tax credits could also save the state money in the long term. A 2010 study examining a
similar tax credit bill introduced in 2009, LB67, determined that if Nebraska gave out tax
credits for up to 65 percent of the donated contribution with an annual aggregate cap of
$3 million, then the state would see a net fiscal benefit between $2.4 and $37 million,
depending on the average scholarship amount. The fiscal benefits come from the fact
that while the state may lose out on a certain amount of tax revenue, it would save
money from no longer bearing the responsibility of educating that particular student. For
example, if a scholarship valued at $3,155 transfers a single student from public to
private school, and the state gives a tax credit for 65 percent of that amount-$2,024.75then the state saves the $1,130.25 difference. Similarly, if 80 percent of the scholarships

are awarded to public school students so they can attend private schools with an average
value of $1,750 and the state only gives credits up to 65 percent of that amount,
Nebraska would save an estimated $51 million over ten years.[6] The cost-saving virtues
of tax credit programs can be seen in other states as well; for example, Florida's tax
credit program saved $1.49 for every $1 lost in potential revenue, a 49 percent return on
investment.[7]
It should also be stressed that tax credit scholarships do not take funding away from
local school districts. Property taxes would continue contributing to local districts, and
the money saved by the state from the implementation of a tax credit program could
have the effect of increasing the amount available to public schools through state aid if
the saved money is reinvested in public education. Indeed, the study evaluating LB67's
tax credit program estimated that if approximately 1,583 public school students
throughout the entire state utilized an average tax credit scholarship of $2,500 with a 65
percent tax credit given, local districts would see revenues increase by nearly $12
million per year, approximately $7,765 per scholarship.[8]One more student in private
education means one less student that the state has to pay for, resulting in more available
resources for other students.[9] A successful tax credit program utilized by a significant
number of students-such as the above 1,583 example-would save the state money while
increasing revenue, leaving public schools with more available resources and benefitting
all students on the process.
Nebraska has a long history of providing parent-controlled education, but without the
ability to make choices, parents cannot truly be in control. Tax credit scholarships give
parents the power to make choices in their child's education and provide much needed
competition to the public school system, improving outcomes for all Nebraska's students.
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