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This Year in Virginia:  New Choices 
      By Chris Braunlich 
 
 2/2/2013 -- Virginia this week joined the rest of the nation in celebrating “National 
School Choice Week" from a special position:  As one of 11 states with an education choice 
program offering new options to students in need of them. 
 
 For the first time, private donors who want to help children find those new options will 
be able to receive a 65 percent state tax credit for lending a hand. 
 
 Legislation approved last year created the “Education Improvement Scholarships Tax 
Credit,” allowing individuals and businesses to receive a 65 percent credit on their state taxes for 
donating to a qualified scholarship foundation that, in turn, provides scholarships so that students 
can attend the private school of their choice. 
 
 Most importantly, the help is aimed squarely at children who don’t otherwise have a 
choice:  low-income and working class families.  To be eligible, families must have annual 
incomes of less than 300 percent of poverty (or about $69,000 for a family of four); in the case of 
a child with disabilities, that limit rises to 400 percent of poverty ($92,000 for a family of four).   
 
 Those levels don’t leave much discretionary income for private school.  Yet, too often, 
these are exactly the children most in need of alternative educational settings. 
 
 While Virginia enjoys a well-deserved reputation for having one of the best public 
education system, one doesn’t need to look far to find children who are not thriving in their 
current school setting – or schools that are failing.  Nor is it simply a matter of funding – one 
elementary school in Northern Virginia has failed to be fully accredited for 10 of the last 11 
years despite school division funding of more than $17,000 a year. 
 
 Gerard Robinson, who served as Governor Bob McDonnell’s first Secretary of Education 
and who recently completed a tour as Florida’s Education Secretary, notes that the new law will 
give new hope to educationally at-risk children.   
 
 “Everywhere these laws have been enacted, they’ve given new freedom and new choices 
to families that have typically had neither,” Robinson says.  “In Florida, more than 50,000 low-
income children wake up each morning with a new opportunity because of the tax-credit 
scholarship program there.  In Pennsylvania, more than 45,000 children have the same freedom 
of choice.  And in Georgia, where I sit on the Board of the GOAL Scholarship Program, the 
Peach State’s largest scholarship organization, more than 11,000 children are receiving 
scholarships only four years after the law was passed.” 
 
 
9035 Golden Sunset Lane  Springfield, Virginia 22153  703/440-9447   info@thomasjeffersoninst.org 



 “The key,” Robinson declares, “is to focus on the least among us – the kids who need the 
help the most and who won’t make it without that extra boost.  If that remains the focus of 
Virginia scholarship foundations, they are going to make a profound difference in the lives of 
thousands of children.” 
  
 But children won’t be helped until scholarship foundations are formed, and money is 
raised.  Five Virginia scholarship foundations are now up and running, with more expected to be 
approved by the Virginia Department of Education before the end of the year.  A number of 
these foundations will likely focus on assisting children attending particular faith-based schools.  
Others, like the Great Aspirations Scholarship Program (GRASP) plan to focus on helping 
children with disabilities.  Scholarships probably won’t be given out until the next school year, 
but the foundations were able to start raising funds to help the kids on January 1. 
 
 Donating to a scholarship foundation involves some extra tax paperwork, but the donor 
not only gets the 65 percent tax credit but also state and federal tax deductions.  Details obtained 
through a special state Department of Education website 
(http://www.doe.virginia.gov/school_finance/scholarships_tax_credits/) or by contacting the 
scholarship foundations directly.  
 
 The five approved scholarship foundations so far are the ACSI Children’s Tuition Fund 
(www.acsi.org), Faith First Educational Assistance Corporation (www.faithschoice.org), Great 
Aspirations Scholarship Program (www.grasp4virginia.com), McMahon-Parater Foundation for 
Education (www.mcmahonparater.org), and the Richmond Jewish Foundation 
(www.rjfoundation.org). 
 
 Choice advocates in Virginia won a ten-year battle with passage of the Education 
Scholarships Tax Credit Act.  Now, the hard part of making certain scholarship foundations 
successfully provide opportunities to children begins. 
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Chris Braunlich is vice president of the Thomas Jefferson Institute for Public Policy and a member of the 
Virginia State Board of Education.  The views expressed here are his own and do not necessary reflect 
the opinions of the Institute or its Board of Directors, or of the State Board of Education.  He may be 
reached at c.Braunlich@att.net. 
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