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“Opening Doors to Opportunity: The Promise of Expanded School Choice and
Alternatives to Four-Year College Degrees.”

Dear Chairman Burlison, Ranking Member Frost, and distinguished members of the
subcommittee: | am honored to submit the statement below for the record. Defending
Education is a national grassroots organization working to restore schools at all levels from
activists imposing harmful agendas. Through network and coalition building, investigative
reporting, civil rights complaints, litigation, and engagement, Defending Education fights
indoctrination in classrooms and on campuses in order to promote the establishment of a
quality, non-political education for all students.

From top to bottom, the American education system needs an overhaul.

There is universal agreement that the American education system is in crisis. The most
recent NAEP scores - also known as “the Nation’s Report Card” — demonstrated a
devastating decline in proficiency across grade levels in the wake of the pandemic.” But it is
worth noting that these numbers have been dismal for decades, despite the United States
investing more than $3 billion over the past forty years into our nation’s public education
system with no noticeable increase in test scores or student achievement. Tragically,
approximately 40 percent of fourth graders and a third of eighth graders cannot read at grade
level? - a shameful figure for the most powerful nation on earth.
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The decline in American education hit home for many families during the pandemic, when
living rooms were transformed into classrooms because of remote learning. Parents were
dismayed to see what their children were learning® — and what they were NOT learning* —
which led many families to search for schooling options that better fit both academic
expectations and family values.

In addition to content concerns, many K-12 schools also face safety problems; from drug
overdoses® to assault against both teachers® and students,’ parents are justified in worrying
about their children’s well-being during the day.

To add insult to injury, trust between schools and families has shattered. Administrators
regularly tell students to keep secrets from their parents, as demonstrated by the rise of
“parental exclusion policies” that state parents do not have a right to know their child’s
gender identity at school.? In Eau Claire Wisconsin, teacher training materials stated that
this information must be “earned” by families.® In northern Virginia, Fairfax County Public
Schools assisted girls with obtaining secret abortions.’® Montgomery County Public Schools
in Maryland removed their opt-out policy rather than permit religious families to remove their
children from lessons on sexuality, which resulted in the district’s humiliating loss at the
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Supreme Court for the district in June of this year." These things are happening to American
children - paid for with their parents’ tax dollars — behind closed doors.

Post-secondary schools fare no better: high costs,’? grade inflation,” and campus
disruptions’ have eroded trust in colleges, underscoring the need for substantive reforms.'®
Ivy League institutions have experienced a noticeable dip in applications —driven in no small
part by elite universities’ negative media coverage over the past two years.'®

America’s economy is at an inflection point.

Much ink has been spilled over the impact that technology is having on the American
workforce. Many white-collar career paths once considered promising are now being
replaced by Al, while high-demand fields are desperate for workers.

Growth areas like the technology industry need computer technicians and cybersecurity
experts. Our country’s aging infrastructure needs plumbers, electricians, HVAC technicians,
and welders to both build and maintain structures. Our manufacturing base needs
mechanics. And our aging population needs health care assistants, hygienists,
phlebotomists, and more.

Yet schools aren’t preparing students for life after graduation, because course offerings in K-
12 schools and universities alike fail to align with the needs of the marketplace. One Maine
fifth grade class spent time marching outside in the cold to chant “Black Lives Matter,”"’
while a Connecticut middle school spent class time on a lesson plan entitled “pizza and
consent.”’® Degrees like Feminist Studies, LGBTQ Studies, Gender and Sexuality, Culture and
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Diversity, and Gender History — even when offered at respected institutions like the
University of Pennsylvania®™ - have little relevance in the real world. And when those
graduates fail to repay their student loans because they cannot find well-paying jobs, it
becomes a drag on the country’s finances.?°

Students and families deserve better options.

K-12 public school enrollment has dropped precipitously between 2019 and 2023 — primarily
because families are seeking different education options like homeschooling,?’ private
schools, parochial schools,?? and microschools.

As families flee public schools, the desire for alternatives has surged - yet unfortunately, not
all families are able to take advantage of these options, in many cases because of the
prohibitive cost of such options? and in other cases because the marketplace has been
strangled by regulations, preventing the creation or launch of new entities.?

At the university level, high school graduates now recognize that a non-trivial number of
degrees burden students with debt while failing to provide any return on time or treasure
invested; accordingly, individuals are increasingly opting out of college, citing cost and value
concerns.?® Enrollment in trade schools has grown nearly 20 percent since 2020% — which,
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given that the market is desperate for plumbers, accountants, electricians, teachers, and
public safety officers, is fortuitous.

Slowing progress on this front, however, is the fact that the Obama and Biden
administrations targeted®” many career colleges?® for doing the very thing consumers want —
providing a straightforward education — by holding them to standards that elite colleges and
universities were not.?® By putting its thumb on the scale, Washington tilted the playing field
away from trade schools and towards traditional four-year programs, to the detriment of
students ill-suited for such a path.

Thanks to steps taken by the Trump Administration and Congress, the situation is
improving.

H.R. 1-the “One Big Beautiful BillAct” — contains many provisions that set the stage for long-
term correction of the education industry.

First and foremost, H.R.1 will ease the financial burden on parents and students, ensuring
that more learners are able to find a program that meets their family’s needs. The federal tax
credit scholarship program creates incentives for individuals and businesses to donate to
tax-exempt scholarship granting organizations in states that voluntarily participate in the
program. Pooled money is then provided to eligible students, who can use the funds to cover
tuition, homeschool expenses, and more. Should governors decline to sign on, their
constituents will quickly realize that their state’s chief executive prioritizes deference to
teachers’ unions over student achievement and safety. Another notable provision expands
the options for use of 529 savings funds, in turn increasing the amount of money that can go
towards educational expenses — further offsetting costs for working families.

As far as colleges are concerned, obligating universities to consider “return on investment”
calculations will force schools to take a hard look in the mirror at what programs are being
offered to students, and whether the cost of earning certain degrees serves consumers’
interests. The siren song of a college diploma as a “good investment” has lured far too many
students to financial ruin — and it’s time college administrators begin to police their own
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offerings to avoid losing access to federal student loans altogether. In turn, fewer bad
programs will enable schools to redirect finite resources to more worthy endeavors.

Although battered, the American education system is not beyond repair — but it will take
years of concerted efforts to get things back on track. H.R.1 is a solid foundation upon which
to build for the future, and for which the nation’s families are grateful.



