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Mackinac Center Plan Would Remove Barriers to School Choice





Tax Credit Proposal Avoids Voucher Concerns, Helps All Students, and Improves Public Education











MIDLAND—Michigan children would find it easier to switch to a school that best meets their needs under a sweeping plan released today by the Mackinac Center for Public Policy.





The plan, called the Universal Tuition Tax Credit, would provide powerful incentives for all schools to improve by allowing any individual or business that pays a K-12 student’s public or nonpublic school tuition to subtract a dollar-for-dollar tax credit from their state tax liability.  





The tax credit would ease the burden of parents who pay twice for their child’s K-12 education—once through public or nonpublic school tuition and again through taxes—and would create incentives for others with state tax liabilities to provide tuition scholarships for children of low-income families.  More than 220,000 students, about 12 percent of Michigan children, attend schools that charge tuition. 
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Michigan’s state constitution would have to be amended to permit the K-12 tuition tax credits.  College tuition tax credits are already in force in the state.  “Tuition tax credits are good for 18-year-old college students, and they will also be good for 18-year-old high school students,” said Joseph P. Overton, originator of the Universal Tuition Tax Credit concept and senior vice president of the Mackinac Center.





Under the plan, tax credits claimed on behalf of a student would be limited to the lesser of 50 percent of the amount Michigan public schools receive to educate each pupil or 80 percent of actual tuition paid.  The tax credit would be phased in to this level over nine years.  The 80-percent cap would be waived for students from families whose income is below the poverty level, which would make it easier for low-income students to benefit.





The tax credit is called “universal” because it applies to any Michigan K-12 student, any Michigan public or nonpublic school, any individual or corporate taxpayer, and any of three major state taxes:  Individual Income Tax, Single Business Tax, and the 6-mill state education property tax.





The Mackinac Center plan is not a voucher program, whereby the state would provide students with funds to be used at nonpublic schools.  Under the plan, vouchers would remain prohibited by the state constitution.





A 76-page Mackinac Center study shows that the plan would save the state over $3.4 billion during the phase-in period and more than $500 million per year thereafter.  The state would save money because the average tuition at nonpublic schools is roughly half of what the state now pays to educate each student in a public school.





Alveda Celeste King, senior fellow with the Alexis de Tocqueville Institution, founder of the civil rights organization King for America, and niece of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., voiced her support for the Mackinac Center plan at a news conference in Lansing.  King is an outspoken 


(more)


proponent of school choice programs such as those operating in Cleveland, Milwaukee, Minnesota, and Arizona, and one recently proposed for the District of Columbia.





Overton said, “Michigan is falling behind other states.  Our constitution is the country’s most restrictive in blocking children and schools from the benefits of choice.  Michigan charter schools and intra-district public school choice are good, but little more can be done without changing the constitution to bring it more in line with other states that permit more educational freedom.”





“The Universal Tuition Tax Credit is the only plan that avoids the concerns about vouchers, helps children below the poverty level, delivers all the benefits of school choice, and saves the state hundreds of millions of dollars,” said Overton.





Details of the plan were crafted by Overton, Patrick L. Anderson, president of the Anderson Economic Group consulting firm and former Michigan deputy budget director, Richard McLellan, senior member of Dykema Gossett law firm, and Dr. Gary Wolfram, member of the Michigan State Board of Education, professor of political economy at Hillsdale College, and former deputy treasurer for the state.





The study, entitled “The Universal Tuition Tax Credit:  A Proposal to Advance Parental Choice in Education” contains complete language of a constitutional amendment and an economic analysis of the impact of the proposal.  The analysis shows that even though the plan would make it easier for all students to attend a nonpublic school, public school enrollment would decline by only approximately 100,000 pupils to 1.5 million over ten years.





The Mackinac Center for Public Policy is a Midland-based nonprofit educational and research institute that focuses on state and local policy issues. Copies of the study are available from the Mackinac Center for $10 post-paid.
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