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Gov.-elect Rick Scott eyes 'game-changing' educati@verhaul

Florida's governor-elect wants to put the power oeducation in parents' hands. But
some of his ideas may not be legal, or politically poplar.

By Leslie Postal and Dave Weber, Orlando Sentinel
9:49 PM EST, January 2, 2011

Gov.-elect Rick Scott wants Florida parents in the advertisement
driver's seat when it comes to their children'scation,

and he's considering a number of ways to put theret
despite questions and criticism from school leaders

Scott's plans might include allowing parents toad®
which schools their kids attend, regardless ohat@ce with online degrees

zones or county lines. from a fully accredited

Parents might be able to use state tax money tb sen non-profit university. H?L i
their kids to private school or to cover home-sdimgp [

expenses — or, perhaps, to tuck the money away fo g -
college.
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Parents also could be given direct power to makema

changes at poorly performing schools. A "trigggstion e or e A Gooni®
would allow parents to design a fix when a majoaityee that change is needed. That might include
replacing the school's administration, convertm@ tharter school and other options.

These ideas are among a long menu of potentialmsfthat Scott's education transition team calls
"game-changing proposals.” Others include meritfpayeachers, more online learning and a new state
funding plan based on what students learn ratlaer tlow much time they spend in school.

Scott is mulling all of them, but it's still notegr how many new education reforms lawmakers will
embrace.

The boldest idea creates "education savings acgbtiat parents would tap for private schools, home
schooling or even college if they want to opt olupablic schools.

School choice for all has been discussed amongagahscfor quite some time, but Scott's proposal
would be the first pushed by a governor, said Patérson, director of the Programducation Polic
and Governance at Harvard University.

"That's really planting a national flag out therggid Peterson, who supports many of Scott's ideas.

Local educators, who would have to carry out amgnges, are mu less enthusiast
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"It's a great idea if you want to do away with palsichools," said Judy Conte, a member of the \falus
County School Board.

They say many of Scott's ideas are unworkable, tepproductive and poorly thought out.

Dede Schaffner, chairman of the Seminole Schootd®agonders how that highly regarded school
system would handle a crush of students from ne@ighy Orange, Lake and Volusia counties if
students were permitted to freely cross countyslimeattend whatever school they chose.

"Are we going to get state funding for all of tHadents thatome to us?" asked Schaffner, pointing
that county taxpayers cover a large share of satugik. "And are we going to have the facilities?"

Candace Lankford, a Volusia School Board member dsuls the Florida School Boards Association,
is concerned that Scott might send dwindling siatedollars to private schools or home schools but
require no accountability. It's a paradox, she,daidemand proof that public schools are succeedin
while paying for students to attend private or hateools where no one knows what they are learning.

It remains to be seen whether Scott, who takeseoffuesday, can turn his fegaching agenda into la
Florida's divisive battle last spring over a teaemerit-pay bill proved the difficulty of transforing
controversial proposals into state law.

The Legislature last session approved a sweepimg-pay bill, but Gov. Charlie Crist vetoed it.

Even Florida lawmakers supportive of educationmafare leery of school choice and other Scott
initiatives with high price tags when the statestaa budget shortfall expected to run as high & $3
billion next year.

Legislators and educators also are concerned by Seow to reduce school property taxes. Although
he has said he will find replacement funding fa sichools, many suspect it will be lost.

"If we have any more money taken away from us, arenot continue to have the kind of school system
we offer,"” said Darvin Boothe, lobbyist for Semiad&ounty Public Schools.

Scott campaigned to expand reforms championedroyeioGov. JeliBush and has relied heavily on
ideas. Bush ushered in A-to-F school grades, §itsieced tuition vouchers and increased reliance on
standardized tests — controversial moves he credgtitsacademic gains among Florida schoolchildren.

Bush's influence continues with the head of hiscatlan-advocacy foundation, Patricia Levesque,
leading Scott's education-transition team. The gmevised a 10-point education plan centered on
"reform and innovation" that even suggested theiddoDepartment of Education be renamed the
Florida Department of Education Innovation.

Republican Scott is expected to push the GOP-dbedrbegislature to pass much of his education
agenda during the upcoming legislative sessionchvkiarts in March.

Other key ideas suggested by Scott's team include:

Expanding high-performing charter schools, givimyversities the power to sponsor charters and
beefing up charter-school funding.
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Expanding Florida's two existing voucher progre— the McKay Scholarship program for childre
with disabilities and the Florida Tax Credit Schelap for those from low-income families.

Passing a merit-pay law that changes how teachemvaluated and paid, with their students' acaclemi
performance a key factor in both.

Ending tenure for newly hired teachers and speedingval of ineffective teachers.
Offering higher pay to those who teach in a "higiedi' school or subject area.

But the idea of giving parents access to 85 peraktite money the state would spend on thkild in a
public school is causing the most debate. Alreathny have decried Scott's savings plan as an
unconstitutional and fiscally irresponsible efftortdismantle public schools.

The Florida Education Association, the state'shteexcunion, fears the education savings accounts
would bring an exodus of students to private or @@chools and leave only a "shadow public-school
system" remaining.

The union waged a successful court battle to oueiflorida’s first school-voucher program, which
offered private-school scholarships to studenfsirsistently failing public schools.

"We've been down this road before. It's just atftplat the courts have already ruled on," said Andy
Ford, FEA president.

Even some voucher proponents agree. Andrew Coullsi@ttor of the Cato Institute Center for
Educational Freedom, favors vouchers but does el@ve the education-savings plan will pass review
by the Florida Supreme Court, which in 2006 strdoivn Jeb Bush's Opportunity Scholarship program.

Coulson said a push to expand vouchers to all geoldardize the state's two remaining voucher
programs, which have not been challenged in court.

State Sen. David Simmons, R- Maitland, chairmathefSenate budget subcommittee on education,
said he is a "firm believer in school choice" beriains cautious about the savings plan.

"The assurance that children are going to receiyeadity education from such a proposal is obvigusl
one of the main questions that has to be answesga/hons said.

For Dwight Bullard, much about Scott's educatioarata is cause for worry. He is a teacher at a Miami
high school and a Democratic representative irFtbeda House.

He thinks the governor-elect's plagmssh Florida schools hard in the wrong directaomd expects othe
will join in protest as the Legislature debatest8s@ducation proposals.

"Just put your seat belt on,” Bullard said. "l&giditely going to be the likes that we haven'trsgea
while."

Ledie Postal can be reached at |postal @orlandosentinegl.com or 407-420-5273. Dave Weber can be
reached at dweber @orlandosentinel.com or 407-883-7885.
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