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Senate Files Bill to Improve Transparency and Efficiency for School Choice Scholarships
SB 318 addresses implementation issues identified in Auditor General School Funding Report

Tallahassee—Senator Don Gaetz (R-Crestview) today filed Senate Bill (SB) 318, Educational
Scholarship Programs, which makes various changes to education choice and school funding
statutes to increase transparency and improve efficiency for schools and families. The bill
addresses several issues identified in an operational audit of the 2024-2025 school year funding
completed by the Florida Auditor General. On Wednesday, the audit findings were presented to
the Senate Appropriations Committee on Pre-K-12 Education, chaired by Senator Danny
Burgess (R-Zephyrhills).

“We are all proud that Florida leads the nation in parental choice in education. We implemented
the nation’s largest universal scholarship program in a very expedited, but well-intended manner
over the last few years. We asked the Department, the SFOs, school districts, and others to move
swiftly and to do a lot in a short period of time to get this program up and running,” said Chair
Burgess during Wednesday’s committee meeting. “As a result, our robust, universal school
choice programs provide every parent in our state the opportunity to select the educational
environment that works best for his or her children. We can all be very proud of how far this
program has come in a short amount of time. However, to ensure our school choice programs
live up to their full potential and promise, there are challenges we need to address.”

Following a presentation on the audit fundings, Chair Burgess recognized Senator Gaetz to
explain SB 318. Senator Gaetz is the former Superintendent of Schools for Okaloosa County and
served as Senate President from 2012-2014. The legislation is co-sponsored by Chair Burgess
and Senator Corey Simon (R-Tallahassee), who sponsored HB 1 (2022), which created Florida’s
universal school choice program. Additionally, during Wednesday’s committee meeting, Senator
Jason Pizzo (NPA-Hollywood) and Senator Rosalind Osgood (D-Tamarac) expressed plans to
co-sponsor the legislation.

Senator Gaetz offered the following comments:

Our bill will address three primary issues identified in the Auditor General's report:
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1. Today, the state does not know where students are at key points in the school year. Last
year, we told you the state couldn't find 23,000 students. Today, the number is 30,000
Students the taxpayers are paying for, but we don't know where they are.

2. Today, we cannot ensure the money is following the student to the family's provider of
choice, especially since students are moving back and forth between providers. The
amount of money which we cannot account for as being in the right place at the right
time exceeds 3270 million on any given day. For example, 3100 million, which should
have been paid to public schools last year, was improperly paid for scholarships.

3. The state is unable to accurately estimate or project Family Empowerment Scholarships
for budgetary planning purposes because the program is growing rapidly. Today, nearly
20 percent of school-age children are educated in private schools or home-schooling
arrangements at public expense. And because deadlines for school choice decisions by
families are currently not aligned with budgetary calendars, the result is uncertainty as
to whether all scholarships can be funded for all eligible students.

Our bill addresses these three weaknesses of the present system, plus meeting an objective
critically important to this Senate — to provide consistency and fairness to all families among
all school choice options.

Specifically, provisions of the bill:

o [n line with the Auditor General's report and its first and most fundamental finding, our
bill funds the Family Empowerment Scholarships as a separate categorical within the
Florida Education Finance Program (FEFP), outside of the calculation used to fund
students who choose public schools.

As the Auditor General has made clear, the architecture of our current funding
system has scrambled together the funds for public schools, private schools, home
schooling and unique ability scholarships and then the Department and the
Scholarship Funding Organizations (SFOs) have to unscramble upwards of $4
billion and send the right amounts to the right places for the right students at the
right times. No wonder there are problems.

The Auditor General has said that whatever can go wrong with this system has
gone wrong. Our bill separates and safeguards the funds and follows the Auditor
General's recommendations.

o The bill expands the use of the Educational Stabilization Fund to ensure that all
scholarships are funded for all eligible students and to ensure that school districts are
not shortchanged the FTE (student count) they have earned or paid in arrears months
later.
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The bill recognizes that public school districts are losing students. 45 of the 67 school
districts have been consistently losing enrollment over the past five years. The bill allows
funds to be used to buffer that decline with particular attention to fiscally constrained
counties.

o The bill accommodates the mobility between educational options and ensures that each
provider (public, private, or home school) will receive timely, accurate funding for the
students they serve.

o The bill clears up the timing confusion in the present system and establishes clear
application and scholarship acceptance deadlines that occur prior to the funding of
scholarships.

o The bill establishes monthly payments to families and to schools and requires verification
of continued eligibility prior to each payment. That way, we'll know where students are
and who to pay on time.

o The bill requires the Department of Education to assign a Florida student ID for all
scholarship recipients to help ensure timely and accurate cross-checks to avoid improper
payments.

o The bill authorizes school districts to establish a menu of services they can offer to sell to
students who are receiving scholarship funds if scholarship students want or need any
service, course, or participation in any activity the public school offers.

o The bill directs the Department to propose ways to improve the efficiency and
effectiveness of the scholarship programs, including negotiating performance and price
contracts with SFOs as an alternative to the current SFO arrangement. Our intention is
that those contracts be competitively sourced and awarded.

o Currently, SFOs receive a management fee of 3 percent of all scholarships awarded. The
bill lowers that management fee to make more money available to budget for
scholarships.

o The bill requires the Auditor General to conduct an annual end-of-year audit of the
scholarship programs. The bill also requires SFOs to return funds to the state as a result
of the audit findings.

o The bill restores the McKay/Gardiner name to the unique abilities scholarships.

Mr. Chairman, your professional staff has worked with and listened to our House colleagues, the
Governor's office, private and public schools, and scholarship families. We don't have a perfect
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bill. But we have a bill which fixes these issues, which, left unaddressed, will continue to worsen
and threaten to disrupt and imperil school choice in Florida.

As the Auditor General's report makes clear, these are problems owned by the Department of
Education and involving the Scholarship Funding Organizations. But, Mr. Chairman, these are
problems of the law, as well. Florida is the birthplace of school choice. Our Family
Empowerment Scholarships are historic and successful. Ask hundreds of thousands of
Florida families. But the architecture of our current system needs to be partially re-
engineered.

We who believe in school choice and parent empowerment want to safeguard it. That's what
our bill does. I am privileged to be joined by Chairman Simon, the author of Family
Empowerment Scholarships, and by our Chairman, Senator Burgess, in sponsoring this bill. We
will file the bill within the next few days.

Senate Bill 318: Educational Scholarship Programs

Conforms with the Auditor General’s Report to ensure dedicated funding for public
schools and school choice programs
e Establishes a categorical fund for implementing the Family Empowerment Scholarship
(FES) program. The FES categorical fund would move funding of the FES scholarships
out of the school district’s FEFPcalculation and fund the FES scholarships separately
within the FEFP.

Reduces the scholarship administrative fee to fund more scholarships through the Florida
Tax Credit Scholarship program.

Creates reasonable, consistent timeframes and streamlines registration so parents and
schools can plan for the school year
e C(Creates Fall and Spring application windows.
e Requires the use of a single application for all scholarship programs.
e Requires additional documentation to be submitted at the time of application: more than
one form to document residency and the child’s birth certificate.

Improves transparency to ensure money follows the student
e To ensure funds follow the student to the provider designated by the parents, the bill
requires families to provide documentation that a student is not enrolled in a public
school and is enrolled in a private school, registered with a district for a home-education
program, or registered with the SFO as a Personalized Education Program student.
o The Department of Education (DOE) must cross-check scholarship applicants
against the latest district enrollment files to verify that the applicant is not
enrolled in a public school.
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e To ensure the appropriate scholarship funds reach students, the bill requires the DOE to
assign a Florida student ID for all scholarship recipients to act as the official ID when
processing scholarship information.

e The DOE must create a standard withdrawal form to be used by scholarship applicants
when leaving the public school system.

Streamlines payment schedules to ensure consistency and reliability of scholarship funds
e Student eligibility must be verified prior to each payment.
e Changes the scholarship payment installments from quarterly to monthly.
e Allows the DOE to provide funds to the Scholarship Funding Organizations (SFOs) for
the first quarter of the fiscal year based on the forecasted scholarship numbers.
e (larifies payment deadlines for initial and renewal students.
e (Clarifies protocols for ineligible or inactive accounts.

Updates reimbursement protocols to ensure timely invoicing and payment
e Requires the DOE to develop a uniform reimbursement and invoicing process.
e Standardizes the authorized use of funds among the scholarships.
e Expands the eligibility criteria for individuals who may provide tutoring services.
e Expands the authorized use of funds to include membership and activity fees for Career
and Technical Student Organizations.

Increases reporting and auditing to improve accountability to taxpayers
e Requires the Auditor General to annually conduct an end-of-year FTE audit of the
scholarship programs.
e Requires the SFOs to return funds as a result of the audit findings.
e Requires the DOE to report on student mobility within the scholarship program.

Increases the state’s oversight of the scholarship programs
e Authorizes the DOE to access the SFO’s records and data to assist in reconciling
scholarship payments.
e Requires the DOE to provide recommendations to improve the efficiency and
effectiveness of the programs, including costs associated with Department contracts for
scholarship administration.

For more information, please visit www.FLSenate.gov.
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