Bill Summary

H.R. 684

D.C. School Choice Act

Opportunity Scholarships

The bill provides opportunity scholarships for grades K - 12 District of Columbia residents whose family incomes are below 185 percent of the poverty level.  The scholarships may be used for tuition costs at a public or private school in D.C. and adjacent counties in Maryland and Virginia.  Special enhanced Achievement Scholarships are also available for tutoring assistance for students who attend public schools in the District.

District of Columbia Scholarship Corporation

The legislation creates a seven-member private, independent non-profit corporation to administer the scholarship program.  The D.C. mayor will appoint one board member while the remaining six will be appointed by the President from nominees submitted by the speaker of the House and the president pro-tempore of the Senate (in consultation with the minority).  Board members must be D.C. residents and may not work for either the federal or D.C. governments.

Eligibility

District students whose family incomes are below the poverty line may receive a scholarship of up to $5,000 or the cost of tuition, whichever is less.  Students whose family incomes are above the poverty line but below 185 percent of the poverty level may receive assistance up to $3,750.  Students receiving Enhanced Achievement Scholarships are eligible for tuition assistance awards up to $800.

Scholarships will be awarded on a priority basis to ensure that students with the greatest need have the best chance to receive a scholarship.  Scholarships will first be awarded to those who received them in the previous year, then to applicants who are victims of documented acts of school violence, and finally to all other D.C. school students in grades K-12.  If there are not sufficient funds available for all the eligible applicants on any of the priority tiers, scholarships are to be awarded randomly to those applicants.

Private schools accepting tuition scholarship students are required to abide by anti-discrimination and other civil rights laws, including current laws related to the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) where applicable.  Religious schools, however, will be allowed to continue offering single-sex education programs as consistent with the religious tenets upon which the school was founded.

Funding

The bill authorizes $7 million for fiscal year 2004, $8 million for FY05, and $10 million each year for FY06 through FY08.  At these funding levels, over the first five years, the Corporation will be able to award at least 8,300 tuition scholarships to needy children.  Once the program is in effect, the Corporation can award 1,600 with full tuition scholarships or 10,000 Enhanced Achievement Scholarships each year, depending on how families apply.
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