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Testimony before Senate Education Committee

Regarding Special Education Scholarships

Good aft ernoon, I am Brooke Dollens 
Terry, an education policy analyst with the 
Texas Public Policy Foundation. I am here 
to testify in favor of SB 183 by Senator 
Tommy Williams.

Need

Out of the 4.6 million students in Texas 
public schools, approximately 465,000 
students are students with special needs. 
Th is means roughly 10 percent of all public 
school students in Texas are classifi ed as 
special education students.1 

As you know, every student with special 
needs is unique and has diff erent 
educational needs. One student may have 
a mild learning disability while another 
student may have multiple disabilities 
including mental retardation and severe 
physical disabilities. Each student deserves 
to have their individual needs met.

Shortage of Special Ed Teachers

Unfortunately, this is not the case for 
many students with special needs in public 
schools. Teachers with special education 
expertise are in short supply in Texas 
causing special education certifi cation to 
be classifi ed a critical shortage area by the 
Texas Education Agency. In fact, in the 
2007-08 school year, 12,068 Texas public 
school teachers taught special education 
without training in that area, equaling 12.9 
percent of all teachers teaching special 
education.2  

In addition to out-of-fi eld teaching, 
many students with special needs are 
mainstreamed and taught by a teacher 
with little or no special education training. 
A 2007 Texas Education Agency survey 
of parents with special needs children in 
Texas public schools found that 40 percent 
of parents said that teachers “sometimes” 
understand their child’s needs. And only 
80 percent of parents surveyed said their 
concerns and recommendations are 
“considered” by the Admission, Review 
and Dismissal or ARD committee in the 
development of the Individual Education 
Plan (IEP).3 Th is means that a full 20 
percent of parents surveyed feel their 
concerns and recommendations are 
ignored by the ARD committee.

Students whose needs go unmet have little 
recourse in the current system. Parents can 
hire a lawyer and battle with the school 
district, move to a diff erent school district, 
pull their child out and home school them, 
or pay for their child to attend private 
school.  

In testimony presented to the committee 
earlier today by parents, you have heard 
story aft er story of ridiculous amounts of 
legal fees spent fi ghting special education 
cases. For example, one parent this 
morning said her child’s case cost half a 
million dollars. Another case lasted more 
than three years and cost Conroe ISD 
$328,239 according to the Conroe Courier.4 
And a 15-month battle over autistic twins 
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cost the Beaumont school district more than $100,000 
according to the Beaumont Enterprise.5 Th is is money 
going to lawyers and law fi rms that could be spent in the 
classroom helping students with special needs. 

Other States

Consensus is growing around the country that students 
with special needs require individualized education 
services that not all traditional public schools are 
equipped to provide. Five states have passed laws to 
provide scholarships to students with special needs. 
Th ese states are: Arizona, Florida, Georgia, Ohio, and 
Utah.  In the 2008-09 school year, 22,883 students 
nationwide received special education scholarships.6    

Florida was the fi rst state to provide scholarships to 
students with disabilities. In 1999, the state of Florida 
passed the McKay Scholarship Program for Students 
with Disabilities.  Th e scholarships allow children with 
special needs and their parents to choose the school that 
best meets their educational needs including public or 
private schools. In order to be eligible for the scholarship, 
the student has to have an IEP and have attended public 
school in Florida the previous year. 

Research on the McKay scholarships by the Manhattan 
Institute found extraordinarily high parental 
satisfaction, reduction in student behavior problems 
and harassment, and improvement in academic 
performance.7 For example, 92.7 percent of parents with 
McKay scholarships were satisfi ed or very satisfi ed with 
their McKay schools compared to only 32.7 percent of 
parents in their government-assigned public schools. 

Behavior problems in school decreased from 40.3 percent 
in their assigned public school to only 18.8 percent in 
their McKay school. Students with special needs were 
“victimized far less by other students because of their 
disabilities in McKay schools. In assigned public schools, 
46.8 percent [of students] were bothered oft en and 24.7 
percent [of students] were physically assaulted, while in 
McKay schools 5.3 percent [of students] were bothered 
oft en and 6 percent [of students] were assaulted.” Students 
received more needed services in McKay schools than 
in their assigned public schools. Eighty-six percent of 
students received all the services they required versus 
30.2 percent of students in traditional public schools.

Researchers also found that in the 2004-05 school year, 
the average public school student with a mild disability 
(specifi c learning disability) scored 16.31 scale points 
higher in math and nearly 24 points higher in reading 
on Florida’s state assessment (Florida Comprehensive 
Assessment Test) than the student would have without 
the McKay scholarship program. Research did not fi nd 
an increase or decrease in scores for students with the 
most severe disabilities.8 

Th e cost of the scholarship varies with the student’s needs 
and the cost to educate them.  Th us, students with more 
severe disabilities have the chance of receiving a larger 
scholarship than students with milder disabilities.9 Th e 
scholarships ranged in cost from $5,039 to $21,907 
with an average of $7,295 during the 2007-2008 school 
year.10 

Increasing numbers of students are taking advantage 
of McKay scholarships, beginning with two students 

Successes of the McKay Scholarship Program

Assigned Schools McKay Schools

Parental Satisfaction 32.7% 92.7%
Behavioral Problems 40.3% 18.8%
Students Harassment 46.8% 5.3%
Physical Assaults 24.7% 6%
Students Receiving all 
Required Services 30.2% 86%
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in the 1999-2000 school year, and expanding to 19,571 
students in the 2008-09 school year.11 In addition, 
the participation of private school providers has 
increased from 100 schools in 2000-01 to 873 schools 
in 2008-09.12 

Momentum is growing around the country for better 
options for parents of special needs children. In addition 
to the fi ve states with special education scholarship 
programs, the American Legislative Exchange Council, 

of which I serve on the education taskforce, recently 
passed model legislation endorsing special needs 
scholarships.  

Please do not overlook the needs of students with 
disabilities. Too many of these children are not getting 
their needs met in their assigned public school. We urge 
you to provide students with special needs a scholarship 
to attend the school of their choice.
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