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MURMAN: Welcome to the Education Committee. I'm Senator Dave Murman
from Glenvil. I represent 8 counties along the southern border, the
middle part of the state, and I serve as Chair of the committee. The
committee will take up the bills in the order posted. This public
hearing today is your opportunity to be part of the legislative
process and to express your position on the proposed legislation
before us. If you are planning to testify today, please fill out one
of the green testifier sheets that are on the table in the back of the
room. Be sure to print clearly and fill it out completely. When it is
your turn to come forward to testify, give the testifier sheet to the
page or to the committee clerk. If you would like to have your
position known but not testify at the front desk, there is a white
sheet next to the green sheets where you can state your name and
position for the permanent record. If you do not wish to testify but
would like to indicate your position on a bill, there is also a white
sign-in sheet in the back of the table-- in the back on the table.
These sheets will be included as an exhibit in the official hearing
record. When you come up to testify, please speak clearly into the
microphone. Tell us your name and spell your first and last name to
ensure we get an accurate record. We will begin each bill hearing
today with the introducer's opening statement, followed by proponents
of the bill, then opponents, and finally by anyone speaking in the
neutral capacity. We will finish with a closing statement by the
introducer if they wish to give one. We will be using a 3-minute light
system for all testifiers. When you begin your testimony, the light on
the table will be green. When the yellow light comes on, you have one
minute remaining. And the red light indicates you need to wrap up your
final thought and stop. Questions from the committee may follow. Also
committee members may come and go during the hearing. This has nothing
to do with the importance of the bills being heard. It is just part of
the process as senators may have bills to introduce in other
committees. A few final items to facilitate today's hearing. If you
have handouts or copies of your testimony, please bring up at least 12
copies and give them to the page. Please silence or turn off your cell
phones. Verbal outbursts or applause are not permitted in the hearing
room. Such behavior may be cause for you to be asked to leave the
hearing. Finally, committee procedures for all committees states that
written position comments on a bill to be included in the record must
be submitted by 8 a.m. the day of the hearing. The only acceptable
method of submission is via the Legislature's website at
nebraskalegislature.gov. You may submit a written letter for the
record or testify in person at the hearing, not both. Written position
letters will be included in the official hearing record, but only
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those testifying in person before the committee will be included on
the committee statement. I will now have the committee members with us
today introduce themselves, starting on my right.

SANDERS: Good afternoon, Rita Sanders, District 45, which is the
Bellevue/Offutt community.

LINEHAN: Good afternoon. Lou Ann Linehan, District 39.
ALBRECHT: Senator Joni Albrecht, District 17.
WALZ: Lynne Walz, District 15, which is Dodge County and Valley.

WAYNE: Justin, Justin Wayne, District 13, which is north Omaha and
northeast Douglas County.

MEYER: Fred Meyer, District 41.

MURMAN: Also assisting the committee today to my right is our legal
counsel, John Duggar. And to my far right is our committee clerk,
Shelley Schwarz. Our pages for the committee today are, I'll let you
stand up and introduce yourselves.

ISABEL: I'm Isabel and I'm a junior political science student at UNL.

SHRIYA: And I'm Shriya and I'm also a junior studying political
science at UNL.

MURMAN: Thank you for your help. With that, we will begin today's
hearing with LB1263 and Senator Wishart.

WISHART: Well, good afternoon, Chairman Murman and members of the
Education Committee. My name is Anna Wishartm A-n-n-a W-i-s-h-a-r-t,
and I represent the 27th District in west Lincoln and southwestern
Lancaster County. I'm here today to introduce LB1263, a bill that
would fund a scholarship program for Nebraskans in trade programs
across the state. LB1263 appropriates $1 million one time to start
this program, and students could be eligible for a $2,500 scholarship.
Students could use scholarship funds to assist them with the costs of
their tuition, supplies, and tools for the program that they're
enrolled in. Colleagues, I brought this bill because Nebraska is
facing a workforce shortage as well as a housing shortage. A recent
study done by the Department of Labor found that construction and
manufacturing are some of the industries facing the highest hiring
difficulty. These are high-paying, secure jobs; and I think it is
vital to our communities that we encourage people to join these
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fields. Along with the workforce shortage, Nebraska is seeing a
shortage in available housing, and we are feeling that intensely here
in Lincoln as I'm sure many are experiencing across the state. The
2022 Statewide Housing Needs Assessment completed by NIFA and the
Department of Economic Development dives deep into the housing needs
statewide. But one of the figures stood out to me. In the years from
2005 to 2019, Nebraska realized a total statewide growth in population
of 182,687 people, and only 100,211 new housing units were permitted.
I believe this discrepancy in housing availability is intrinsically
connected to the shortages we're seeing across the workforce,
especially in the skilled trades. My goal with LB1263 is to attempt to
address both of these areas that our entire state is currently facing
shortages in. There are going to be others here to testify here from
organized labor, from the housing industry, and agricultural industry.
And I think you've gotten some letters in support as well from, from
different industries that support this bill. And they're going to be
able to speak specifically to the challenges and the opportunities
that a bill like this could, could help in terms of solving some of
those challenges. I will be bringing an amendment. I, in talking with
some of the stakeholders that are going to be coming after me, there's
some additional definition work that I need to do in terms of the
definition of an apprenticeship program that I'll be working on in
terms of an amendment, as well as making sure that it's $1 million.
And if you look, there's a-- I believe in the fiscal note it shows a
over 4,000-person need. And so I want to make sure as a pilot we're
really targeting these dollars to go to where the highest need, and to
the programs that are the most successful in, in terms of bringing
individuals into the trades. And so I'll be working with those
stakeholders and having some meetings and addressing any of those
concerns they have and ideas they have to make this bill a better
bill. With that, I'm happy to take any questions and I will stay here
for closing.

MURMAN: Thank you, Senator Wishart. Any questions for Senator Wishart?
If not-- oh, Senator Linehan.

LINEHAN: Thank you, Chair Murman. Could you-- could somebody-- I guess
maybe this is a question. I don't know who to. It seems like over the
last few years we've put a lot of money into scholarships and
internships. I mean, we did ARPA money. Some of it-- some of it went
straight to community colleges. There was no reporting required. It
seems to me if we're going to keep kind of dribbling money out, we
ought to have some overall view of what's going on.
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WISHART: Yeah. I-- look, I'm, I'm happy to follow up with you on sort
of the different, from my Appropriations perspective, some of the
programs we've invested in. This one, I mimicked it off of a nursing
incentive program that we utilized ARPA funds for to try to attract
and retain more nurses. And it goes directly to the individual as a
scholarship. And so we've seen some benefit from that nursing program,
and that's why I thought this would be an opportunity for a trades
program.

LINEHAN: Do we have a lot of scholarship programs run through the
Department of Economic Development?

WISHART: We have some. I think the community colleges are going to
talk to maybe a transition there in terms of who houses these
programs. But we do have some programs through them.

LINEHAN: All right. Thank you very much for being here.

MURMAN: Any other questions at this time? If not, thank you very much.
WISHART: OK.

MURMAN: We'll ask for the first proponent for LB1263. Good afternoon.

JOEL MICHAELIS: Good afternoon. My name is Joel Michaelis, J-o-e-1
M-i-c-h-a-e-1-i-s. I am the vice president of instruction at Southeast
Community College here in Lincoln and indeed throughout 15 counties
here in southeast Nebraska. I am here today to-- on, on behalf of the
Southeast Community College and the other 5 community colleges in the
state to offer our support for LB1263, which creates a new scholarship
program for students enrolled in a trade program. One of the key
challenges that we have in Nebraska is the skills workforce gap in
high-demand areas, including health sciences, information technology,
welding, construction, transportation, logistics, and other industry
sectors. SCC alone produces approximately 7,000 graduates every 5
years in career and technical programs, with approximately 90% of
those graduates staying in Nebraska. And having taken a look at the
statistics at the other community colleges, I know that their
graduates, it's roughly the same that about 90% stay in Nebraska. In
other words, an investment in students that go to-- that go to
community colleges and end up graduating, it's a good, good investment
for Nebraska because they stay here. Our colleges are working to
directly address the existing and growing skills gap by expanding our
capacity to produce a skilled workforce. In fact, one of SCC's
strategic initiatives is the intentional expansion of the pipeline of
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students choosing to pursue a technical career in various high-demand
industries that we-- where we are experiencing the skills gap. SCC has
more than 2,500 high school students enrolled in its career academies
throughout its 15-county service area. These programs offer junior and
seniors in high school, and starting in the fall we're going down to
sophomores as well, but we offer these students opportunities to earn
college credit in more than 15 career and technical pathways,
including some of the ones that I-- that I mentioned before and
construction as Senator Wishart said. The college also has various
scholarship initiatives such as the Learn to Dream Scholarship, Scott
Pathway program, and many others. LB1263 expands upon, at all of our
colleges, our existing scholarship programs by offering $2,500 and
tuition and expense reimbursement for students enrolled in an eligible
trade program. Community colleges in Nebraska offer their full support
for LB1263 and, and its intent to directly address the skills
workforce gap in Nebraska by increasing the pipeline of career and
technical students. I will also add that I was very happy to hear the
senator say that, when she mentioned supplies and expenses, that she
included tools in that. Tools in some cases, in some of these areas,
tools can actually be more expensive for the student than our tuition.
Tuition in Nebraska is very reasonable, but sometimes the tools, it's
not that they're not reasonable, but they can be-- they can be very
expensive. So we're very happy that, that the scholarship calls for
that as well. And then also as the senator mentioned, we are-- we will
be encouraging them to shift from economic development from DED to the
Commission on Postsecondary Education, which has a lot of experience
in facilitating and administrating-- administering scholarship
programs such as these.

MURMAN: Thank you very much. Any questions for Mr. Michaelis? I have
one. Is your number of students that attend your college on the
increase? And if so, how much?

JOEL MICHAELIS: We, we are on the increase. We increased, well, I
think everybody in the state-- I can't speak for the other colleges so
much. I, I do know that Metro and SCC are up quite a bit this past
fall and spring. I believe the others are up. I heard one of the
presidents, the president at Northeast the other day say something
around a lot of colleges are up around 1.5 to 2%. We were up nearly--
SCC, we were up nearly 4% in the fall. And our census date is not
until Friday and so don't, don't quote me, Senator, but, I believe
we're going to be up for spring to spring, I believe we're going to be
up in the double digits over 10% this spring.

MURMAN: Great. Did those increases include these high-need areas?
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JOEL MICHAELIS: In fact, that's exactly where the increases were--
MURMAN: Great.

JOEL MICHAELIS: --were in-- were in the, the both the light technical
and the heavy technical. But I will tell you over the past five years,
we've seen, like, at our Milford campus, we've seen over 50% increase
in enrollment over the last 5 years at Milford. It's, it's created
very exciting challenges and opportunities when you have that kind of
growth.

MURMAN: OK. Any other questions? If, if not, thank you very much.
JOEL MICHAELIS: Thank you.
MURMAN: Next proponent. Good afternoon.

RON KAMINSKI: Excuse me. Thank you, Chairman and members of the
Education Committee. My name is Ron Kaminski, last name's
K-a-m-i-n-s-k-i. My address is 5626 Sorensen Parkway, Omaha, Nebraska,
68152. I am here today in support of LB1263. One of my many hats I
wear is president of the Nebraska Building and Construction Trades
Council. We are a nonprofit organization that represents 20 individual
organizations that have apprenticeship programs, registered
apprenticeship programs, not only with the state of Nebraska, with the
Department of Labor. Our goal is to find individuals that are
interested in the construction field, whether it's being a laborer,
whether it's being an electrician, whether it's being a welder, all
across the board, every aspect of construction, is to find those
individuals, get them into one of our registered apprenticeship
programs, train them, no college debt. Right? When they get done with
that program, we then place them into a career, a job, a career,
starting at roughly $60,000 a year. Right? The big problem we see, and
the reason why we're such big supporters of this, although there may
be a little tweaking we can do to address some of the issues, like
ensuring that these funds are going to students that are completing or
are successful and complete that program. But one of the biggest
problems we see right now is the initial time period for training.
Some programs take 2 weeks or 80 hours of initial training. They go
through that training and then they're placed with an employer. Right?
And they start earning while they're actually going to classes in the
evening. So it's right off the bat they're getting paid a fair wage,
they're educating themselves, and then they also have healthcare
benefits not only for themselves, but for all their dependents. So it
takes them off the rolls of needing assistance from the state of
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Nebraska. It's a win-win-win situation. These type of scholarships and
initial help can be-- can be the deciding factor of either they're
going to do it or they're not going to do it because that initial 2
weeks of training is unpaid. Right? OK. So once they get past that
point, they're out there making an income. They're providing tax
dollars to our local economy. They're helping local business. And they
usually end up living here in Nebraska during that whole time period
and through their whole career. And like I said, I want to repeat this
one more time. These aren't minimum wage Jjobs. They're not $10 an hour
jobs. They're not $15 an hour job. They're not $20 an hour Jjobs. They
start at $30 an hour and only move up from there. So I am very
supportive of this. I talked with Senator Wishart. There's a couple
things we'd like to kind of discuss to make sure there are-- this is
going to successful programs and students. And I am here to answer any
questions. And I apologize if I rattled off real quick there, but I
know you guys are busy.

MURMAN: Thank you, Mr. Kaminski. Any questions? If not, thank you very
much.

RON KAMINSKI: Thank you so much. Have a great day, guys.
MURMAN: Other proponents. Good afternoon.

SHANNON HARNER: Good afternoon. There's some handouts coming around.
Chairman Murman and senators of the committee, my name is Shannon,
S-h-a-n-n-o-n, Harner, H-a-r-n-e-r, and I'm the executive director of
the Nebraska Investment Finance Authority, otherwise known as NIFA.
I'm pleased to testify on behalf of both NIFA and the Nebraska
Strategic Housing Council's Workforce Pillars, Pillar 4, in favor of
1LB1263, which would provide $1 million to the Department of Economic
Development to create trade-focused scholarships, reimbursing tuition,
supplies, or other expenses related to trade education programs. I'm
here to advocate because every single student who chooses to go into
the trades in our state is meaningful. A recent study by Stanley Black
& Decker, the Makers Index in 2022, found that while 85% of high
school students see value in skilled trades as a career, only 16% were
likely to consider such a career, despite trade school graduates
enjoying a net worth of more than $140,000 more than their 4-year
university, college or peers after just 5 years. The same study
identified a projected 650,000 person construction job open in the
U.S., with up to 10 million jobs unfulfilled worldwide. One of the
hurdles in Nebraska, as you've heard, is the average price tag of
going to a community college, which in Nebraska is about $15,000 to
$17,000 per year, although with aid that can bring the cost down to
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$8,000 to $10,000 annually. This additional support would simply blunt
the financial pain while helping students fund tuition and fill out
that tool belt that will serve them far into the career in the-- in
the trades. One of the key items identified in the Statewide Housing
Needs Assessment, which is in front of you, was a shortfall in the
construction trades workforce, which was previously mentioned by
Senator Wishart. Over many years, the focus on encouraging supporting
new entrants into skilled trades has waned. And this bill, along with
many other current proactive efforts, including NIFA's Teaching
Nebraska Trades Program, which is a partnership with builders of the
future, and 3 rural community colleges, are focusing on the important
work of raising interest in and availability of trades education. The
trades workforce and the lack thereof has directly impacted both price
and availability of housing. The Statewide Housing Needs Assessment
establishes the negative correlation between the number of households
per construction worker and the amount of new construction created in
a geographic location. In your handouts, you'll see a sheet with a map
of Nebraska that is divided into different rural urban continuum
codes, or RUCC. As you can see, it looks a bit like a patchwork quilt,
and you'll also find a page with data regarding construction workers
per household. Nationwide, there's an average of 16.99 households per
construction worker. Nebraska has fared better than average as a
whole, with 13.88, almost 14 workers per household. However, there's a
huge disparity in the distribution of where those workers are within
the areas of the state. And the rural urban continuum code number 7,
which is the dark orange color on your map, we see a high of 27
construction workers per household, as in RUCC 2, which is the Omaha
metro area, it's just above 12. As you may expect, a dearth of
available trade workers correlates to a lack of housing inventory, and
this is felt more keenly in remote rural communities. It also
correlates to increased cost of housing because scarce resources can
command high prices. While a scholarship isn't a quick fix to
available workforce or cost of housing, the more people who enter the
trades, the better our overall situation will become. And passing this
bill is equivalent of planting a tree today to build shade tomorrow.
In conclusion, I encourage this committee to invest in our youth,
incentivize needed skilled trade careers, and ultimately positively
impact the cost and availability of housing in our state. I'm happy to
answer any questions.

MURMAN: Thank you. Any questions for Shannon? If not, thank you for
testifying. Other proponents for LB1263? Any other proponents for
LB1263? Any opponents for LB1263? Anyone in a neutral position for
ILB1263? Good afternoon.
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BENJAMIN BURAS: Hello. Benjamin, B-e-n-j-a-m-i-n, Buras, B-u-r-a-s. It
seems to me like, I mean, if the goal is to increase housing and
create more construction workers, I mean, at least in Lincoln, there
should probably be a crackdown on slumlords like Arrow Capital, who
just gobble up all this property and then they purposely evict people
or try to evict people. And then they just redo the apartment to try
to get more rent from the next tenant. And I know my last apartment, I
rented that in October 2020, and I was paying $475 a month. And then
it started getting cockroaches. It was ground level, so they sent a
guy out every month. So you got a guy coming into your apartment every
month spraying pesticides on the floor. And then, yeah, last year
during the heat, the air conditioner broke. It was 70 degrees outside
and 78 in my apartment, you know, with the-- with the air conditioner
on. I felt the vents and it was blowing hot air. And so I, you know, I
called their maintenance and they sent 3 guys out and they're like,
oh, yeah, we fixed it and they didn't actually fix it. So also last
year there was a lifeguard shortage. I thought, oh, this is great. I'm
going to be a shoo-in for this. I'm a state champion, an All-American.
So, but unfortunately, because of April M. Kovar in the Lincoln's
human resources department, I was not accepted to be a lifeguard.
Yeah. I mean, if, if there really is a worker shortage, then all these
human resource people need to actually hire people instead of just
looking for reasons to deny someone's application. I studied visual
communication and computer science at Truman State University. Another
job I had applied for was a computer science job at UNL which would
have paid at least $75,000 a year. And through checking the, I was
denied the job and then-- so I never really figured out who got it.
The application was still, still open after I was denied. So I think
that's—-- those are things that could be addressed as well. That's why
I'm testifying in the neutral.

MURMAN: OK. Thank you. Any questions for Benjamin? If not, thank you
very much for testifying. Any other neutral testifiers? If not,
Senator Wishart, you're welcome-- Senator Wishart waives closing. So
that'll close the hearing on LB1263. We did have 8 proponents
electronically, 0 opponent and 0 neutral. And we will open the hearing
on LB878, Senator Holdcroft's bill. Welcome, Senator Holdcroft.

HOLDCROFT: Thank you. Good afternoon, Chairman Murman and members of
the Education Committee. For the record, my name is Senator Rick
Holdcroft, spelled R-i-c-k H-o-1-d-c-r-o-f-t, and I represent
Legislative District 36, which includes western and southern Sarpy
County. Today I am here to introduce LB878. LB878 is-- simply proposes
that bond issue elections for schools and educational service units
take place only during statewide general elections. When I ran for the
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Legislature, like many of you, I knocked on thousands of doors in my
district. The constituents I talked to repeatedly told me stories of
how property taxes were rising significantly. Part of my platform as I
ran for the Legislature was a commitment to work hard to find
solutions to help lower the property tax burden facing Nebraskans.
Issues of bonding and levy authority impact property tax bills. In
2023, several school districts in Nebraska relied upon special mail-in
elections. Two of those have patrons in my district, Papillion La
Vista School District and Millard School District. The Millard levy
override passed with 34.5% voter turnout, 34.5. The Papillion La Vista
bond passed with 33 voter turnout, percent voter turnout.
Comparatively, there were-- there was a 53% voter turnout in Sarpy
County for the November 2022 general election. I believe it's
important that there is as much voter input as possible when it comes
to proposed ballot questions impacting our tax bills. That's why I'm
bringing the legislation. LB878 proposes that schools and educational
service units seeking voter approval for the issuance of bonds and
exceeding levy limits only do so in conjunction with the statewide
general election. Chairman Murman and members of the Education
Committee, thank you for your consideration of LB878. I will be glad
to answer any questions you might have. Thank you.

MURMAN: Thank you, Senator Holdcroft. Any questions for Senator
Holdcroft at this time? If not, thank you very much for testifying.
Proponents for LB878. And if you plan on testifying for this bill,
I'll ask that you try and move up into the front row or 2 so we can go
through quickly. We have a lot of bills today. Good afternoon.

NICOLE FOX: Afternoon. Nicole Fox, N-i-c-o-l-e F-0-x, representing the
Platte Institute. The Platte Institute supports policies representing
both good governance and reduced economic burdens for Nebraskans.
LB878 is one such proposal, and I want to say-- thank Senator
Holdcroft for introducing it. LB878 is a proposal that reflects 1 of 5
policy solutions to address rising property taxes, proposed in our
2023 policy brief, "Nebraska's Path to the Top 10 - 4 More Years of
Tax Reform." Nebraska has the 7th highest property tax rates and
school bonding and levy overrides are contributing factors. School
bond taxes-- I apologize, that's a typo in there-- for the state of
Nebraska for fiscal year 2022-2023 totaled over $207 million. The
mail-in special ballot measures listed in the table that I've
presented to you in your handout, they all passed. Statewide, and they
passed, with 33, 35% wvoter turnout. Statewide, the 2022 general
election turnout was 54.9%. In December of 2023, Bennington Public
Schools approved an $119 million mail-in special ballot measure for
the first quarter of 2024. And that was after a November 2022 $150
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[SIC] ballot measure failed to pass 2 to 1. So why focus on voter
turnout? Special elections generally take place in the shadows of the
news cycle. And because of this, both the media and the general public
tend to overlook these elections. General elections are more desirable
because we want a broader spectrum of representation, as well as for
voters to be well informed on each side of an issue so they can make
well-informed decisions. The cost of all elections are ultimately
passed on to the taxpayer. Regardless of the number of voters, there
are fixed costs associated with elections. Per discussions with
Douglas, Sarpy and Lancaster County Election Commissioners, a November
general election typically costs about $1.25 to $1.50 per voter.
Special elections introduce added cost drivers, primarily those
related to staffing needs. These added costs can triple and even
quadruple that of a general election. The LPS bond issue in 2020
resulted in a cost of $4.93 per voter. Finding the added staff needed
for a special election is difficult; and because there is often a
shortage of workers, overtime pay is necessary. Regular staff often
require overtime pay, and that is because state statutes require
election offices to be open beyond regular hours to allow voters to
register. In 2023, our neighbor, Iowa, passed a broader version of
what LB878 is proposing. It requires that all political subdivisions
hold their bonding elections during November general elections only,
ensuring more voices are heard when the issue of local debt is in
question. It's time for Nebraska to follow Iowa's lead. And on behalf
of the Platte Institute, I ask the committee to advance LB878 out of
committee.

MURMAN: Thank you. Any questions for Nicole Fox? If not, thank you for
testifying. Other proponents for LB878? Other proponents? Opponents
for LB878. Good afternoon.

KYLE FISHER: Trying to adjust the seat.
MURMAN: It sits a little low.

KYLE FISHER: Good afternoon, Senator Murman, members of the Education
Committee. My name is Kyle Fisher, K-y-l-e F-i-s-h-e-r. I'm in my 14th
year as a school board member for Springfield Platteview Community
Schools. I happen to be a constituent of Senator Holdcroft. I'm here
on today on behalf of Springfield Platteview, as well as the Nebraska
Association of School Boards' opinion. This bill removes control from
the elected board to conduct their local business in a timely manner
that is flexible and cost effective. The choice to ask voters to weigh
in on a bond issue is the result of months of open deliberation at
board meetings, community meetings and other avenues of community
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input. Potentially delaying until the general election would delay a
project that has been researched, communicated and vetted. These
delays cost more money. A district may be forced to delay the bond and
construction for a year, thus raising the cost of the project or
attempt to initiate the bond a year before the plans are in place and
not have the complete cost impact. Neither of these steps toward--
take a step toward the solution. These are both negative impacts on
the project. We had-- we had heard that mail-in ballots had been a
success. It's an opinion that we have-- we have heard and share. It
seems—-- this could be because it goes to every voter in the district,
as well as potentially being focused on one subject, not the complete,
perhaps 42 votes that you have to place on a regular ballot. I have
to-- I admit, we have not used this tool in our past, but with current
developments in our area, housing construction as well as the future
growth, we need this flexibility. As others have stated, limiting a
bond election to only November or May, it will be difficult to
schedule work in a way that can maximize summer construction site
season. Cost increases will be inevitable as construction schedules,
competitive bids and timelines would be negatively impacted. We show
our residents and taxpayers that their funds are being used diligently
and efficiently. If one believes in local control, perhaps you should
not favor this proposal. Local control is conducted by electing local
residents to serve on the board they are voted to. We are chosen to
conduct the business needed on behalf of our community. We stand
accountable to our constituents for the decisions we make. We
appreciate Senator Holdcroft's intent on getting more public input,
which could result in less spending. However, this solution has only
the potential to add to district cost through its limitations and thus
increasing the taxes needed. Thank you again for this opportunity and
I ask that LB878 not advance. Thank you.

MURMAN: Thank you. Any questions for Mr. Fisher?
WAYNE: I have one.
MURMAN: Yes. Senator Wayne.

WAYNE: Can you cite an example of how waiting-- an example of
something that you can't plan for every 2 years because it allows for
emergencies? So I'm just trying to figure out what [INAUDIBLE] 1is.

KYLE FISHER: Our district is yet being-- undergoing other internal,
excuse me, development of infrastructure of power-- of power, sewer,
water. Most of our district currently is on septic tanks and wells,
you know, the subdivisions that we have. There are subdivisions
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currently being built that is within our district that it's up to the
developer on when they do their materials and we have to-- we comply
with what their schedule is. We're not excited to put-- have a
subdivision come about and have to rent trailers for our students and
such, whether it's for one year or any. The trailers, we feel, lower
the value, lower the impressions that we can give in their education.

WAYNE: So are you at your max levy right now?

KYLE FISHER: No.

WAYNE: And where are you at on your building fund?

KYLE FISHER: We, we, we do have the building fund in place.

WAYNE: So knowing that you have the building fund and you're not at
your max and you you know that there's--

KYLE FISHER: Well, I think that our, our levy is at its max due to our
revenue. We have the, the revenue 1lid is what impacts our levy.

WAYNE: OK.

KYLE FISHER: We're the-- we're the opposite of most other districts.
WAYNE: And we have a lot of hearings today. I'm not--

KYLE FISHER: OK.

WAYNE: Thank you. I'm just not quite understanding.

MURMAN: Any other questions from Mr. Fisher? I have one. How much time
usually goes by between the passing of a bond and the planning and
construction?

KYLE FISHER: When a bond is passed, I believe it is about 18 to 24
months construction.

MURMAN: OK. Thank you. Any other questions? If not, thank you. Oh, no.
Senator Walz.

WALZ: I just-- I just want to clarify. Thank you, Chairman Murman. I
just want to clarify. It's 18 to 24 months to construct or 18 to 24
months after the bond is passed.

KYLE FISHER: It's about-- I would say it's 18-- 12 to 18 months for
the actual construction.
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WALZ: To start.

KYLE FISHER: Depending on the size, whether-- it's, it's different
whether it's a grade school or a high school. The size has an impact
on that.

WALZ: OK. So it could be 3 years or-- OK.

KYLE FISHER: Yeah. When the bond is passed, then you have-- you have
plans in place to-- whether change, to adjust to what was passed or
if, if accepted, go with your plans at that point.

WALZ: All right. Thank you.

MURMAN: Any other questions? If not, thank you for testifying. Other
opponents for LB8787?

JACK MOLES: Good afternoon, Senator Murman and members of the
Education Committee. My name is Jack Moles. That's J-a-c-k M-o-l-e-s.
I'm the executive director of the Nebraska Rural Community Schools
Association, also known as NRCSA. Today, I'm also speaking also on
behalf of the Greater Nebraska Schools Association, GNSA, and would
like to testify in opposition to LB878. Tying school elections to bond
elections or for bond elections to the statewide primary or general
elections can cause timeline issues that would cause difficult-- or
the districts difficulties. A couple examples, if a school would have
a failed bond election, the board of education might go back to its
patrons to receive more input. That's very common thing, to get more
input and to redefine the project. Under LB878, they would need to
possibly wait up to a year and a half to run an amended bond election.
In the meantime, cost for materials for the project would likely go
up, thus causing the price of the project to rise dramatically. The
timing of the-- of a bond issue or election is often suggested by the
district's financial advisors based on when other projects might be
opened or beginning or ending, I'm sorry, beginning or ending, or the
projected prices of materials to be used in a project. This often
could save the district's taxpayers money in a successful bond
election. It is true that having-- that only having elections
coinciding with the statewide primary or general election could save
money for the districts just on the cost of the election itself.
However, removing the, the board of education's opportunity to
consider all factors with cost hinders its ability to make sound
financial decisions for the district. So-- and looking at our rural
districts, it's already very difficult to pass a bond issue in a-- in
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a rural district. So NRCSA and GNSA would, would recommend that you
not advance this bill.

MURMAN: Thank you. Any questions for Mr. Moles? I have one. You
mentioned that when a bond issue passes, sometimes you have to go back
to the voters to further-- make it more clear what exactly what needs
to be--

JACK MOLES: Actually, I think I said when it fails.
MURMAN: Oh, OK.

JACK MOLES: So they'll go back for another election. They may have to
wait a year and a half, depend on when they had the first election.

MURMAN: OK, that makes sense. Any other questions? Thank you very
much.

JACK MOLES: Thank you.

MURMAN: Any other opponents for LB878? Anyone in the neutral capacity
for LB878? If not, we would close the hearing on LB878. And we had 5
proponents electronically, 7 opponents, and 0 in the neutral position.
Actually, we don't close it. You're welcome to close.

HOLDCROFT: I'm going to be very brief. I know you got a lot of bills
coming up here. But let me just emphasize, it's not-- it's not our
intention to take away local control from the school boards. We just
want them to do a little bit better planning and looking towards the
future. And, you know, we talked about failed bond issues. I think
this will also incentivize the, the school boards to, you know, make
sure they understand and advertise to their constituents about what
they're trying to do in this bond issue, and maybe make adjustments to
it based on the input from the taxpayer. But ultimately, as you know,
the taxpayers are not happy with the current property tax issues. And
this gives them more of an, a say in their taxes. Thank you very much.

MURMAN: Thank you. Any questions for Senator Holdcroft on close? If
not, thank you very much. And that will close our hearing for LB878.
And we will open the hearing on LB1386. Senator Hansen. Just in time.
We opened the hearing for LB1386.

HANSEN: Since you guys only have a few hearings today, I'll be sure to
take my time as long as I can. All right. Ready?

MURMAN: Yep.
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HANSEN: OK.
MURMAN: Thank you.
WALZ: Thanks.

HANSEN: Good afternoon, Chairman Murman and members of the Education
Committee. My name is Ben Hansen. That's B-e-n H-a-n-s-e-n, and I
represent the 1l6th Legislative District. It is my honor today to bring
LB1386 to you for your consideration. This legislation contains 2
important and fundamental principles. The first principle is this:
Parents are the primary educators of their children, not the
government. As legislators, one of our goals should be to assist
families in the role as the primary educator of their child. Our job
isn't to replace or displace parents. I also feel we should reduce
barriers that hinder parents being able to choose a school that is
best for their children. We need less focus on systems and more focus
on students and their unique and individualized needs. The second
principle is this: Parents who send their students to nonpublic
schools deserve tax fairness and tax equity. It is an injustice for
families to pay twice to educate their child, first through their
property taxes to fund their local public schools, and then a second
time to fund their child's education at a nonpublic school. So what
does LB1386 do? I believe they gave you a handout that kind of gives
you a synopsis of the bill. And how does it empower parents and
provide tax fairness? LB1386 creates educational savings accounts for
students who are enrolled in an approved or accredited private,
parochial, or denominational school. Each eligible student receives an
educational savings account with $1,500 deposited annually by the
state, beginning with the '25-26 school year. These funds can be used
by families for the following 4 educational purposes: tuition and
fees; textbooks; school supplies; fees or payments for educational
therapies, including tutoring or cognitive skills training; and (4)
any other academic or learning materials approved by the State Board
of Education. The educational savings accounts would be administered
by the State Treasurer. Parents would apply to the State Treasurer for
their account. The State Treasurer would then make these accounts
available for viewing and use by parents. The State Treasurer would
have the obligation of monitoring these accounts, investigating
suspicious activity, and conducting random audits. The State Treasurer
would also be obligated to report any acts of fraud or theft to the
Nebraska State Patrol for further investigation. With the passage of
last year's historic school choice legislation, Nebraska became the
second to last state in the nation to enact a school choice law.
LB1386 seeks to build on that momentum and work to catch up the rest
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of the country by expanding educational opportunities for their
children. As well last year, we passed historic investments into
public school funding through the Education Future Fund. We provided
$1,500 of foundation aid to every student in public schools around our
state. As Governor Pillen noted at his back to school news conference
in July, our students are our future, and every one of them deserves a
high-quality education, no matter where they live. I would add to this
statement by saying that every student deserves a high-quality
education, no matter what school they attend. And extending the $1,500
of foundation aid to students in nonpublic schools is an important
next step in our investment in the future of Nebraska, our kids.
IB1386 is a commonsense fiscal investment. Families who attend
nonpublic schools already save our state half a billion dollars per
year. Additionally, the $1,500 of foundation for nonpublic schools
students provides families the help they need to make the move from a
public to a nonpublic school. We can only expect even more cost
savings to the state. Additionally, as we continue to make Nebraska a
competitive state, we need to pay attention to what other states are
doing on the school choice front. Education is a major factor for
parents when they decide where to live. If Nebraska fails to have
competitive school choice policies, we are placing ourselves at an
economic disadvantage. Robust school choice policies are one way to
make sure families looking to move to Nebraska find our state
attractive, and families questioning whether to move to another state
are convinced that the good life is the right place to continue
raising their family. You're going to hear from some incredible
testifiers who will share how school choice programs either
transformed their lives or could transform their lives of their
children. Whether it is a family that needs a tuition assistance,
assistance to finally have the financial resources to get to a
nonpublic school, or whether it is a family that needs some additional
financial resources for special education instruction, my hope is that
these stories will motivate you in the same way they have motivated
to, to advocate and support families seeking the best educational
opportunities for their children. When all is said and done, a child
only has one shot at their K-12 education. It's our job as government
officials to make sure families have opportunities to get the right
educational fit they feel is right for them. Kids, not systems, should
always be our number one priority. Thank you for your attention and I
would welcome any questions.

MURMAN: Thank you, Senator Hansen. Any questions for Senator Hansen at
this time? Senator Conrad.
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CONRAD: Thank you so much, Chair Muman. I know that we have a really
busy day today so just a quick question. Are you going to stick around
to close or is this our one chance to?

HANSEN: No, I'm going to close.

CONRAD: OK. Very good. Then I'll hold my question. Thank you so much.
HANSEN: As long as it's not hard, we're fine.

MURMAN: Any other questions?

CONRAD: I make no promises.

MURMAN: If not, thank you very much.

HANSEN: Thank you.

MURMAN: Proponents for LB1386. And I'll ask if you're going to testify
for LB1386, try and move up to the front row or 2 so we can move
through quickly. Good afternoon.

HERA VARMAH: Hello. Good afternoon. Good afternoon, Chairman Murman,
sorry, members of the committee. My name is Hera Varmah, and as you
can tell, I'm not used to this cold. I'm from the great state of
Florida. But as Senator Hansen had stated in his opening statement
that we're paying attention.

MURMAN: Excuse me. Could you spell your name, please?

HERA VARMAH: Oh, yes. Hera Varmah, H-e-r-a , last name Varmah,
V-a-r-m-a-h.

MURMAN: Thank you.

HERA VARMAH: As Senator Hansen said in his opening statement about
paying attention to other states, I want to bring the perspective--
thank you-- I want to bring the perspective of a state like mine,
growing up in the state of Florida and having access to a quality
education. I'm one of 12 children born to 2 immigrant parents from
Jamaica and Liberia, West Africa. And growing up, my parents always
said that a quality education matched with a strong values is the way
to break out of poverty. That was always something in our household
that we took-- we took to heart. And me and my siblings knew that if
we strive really hard, that we could make it. The only thing is that
my brother shot off like rockets getting straight A's, but I was the

18 of 129



Transcript Prepared by Clerk of the Legislature Transcribers Office
Education Committee January 30, 2024

fourth child and I struggled in school. I didn't think I was adequate,
didn't think I was smart enough. And so that statement made me feel
like I was going to be the failure of my family. Fast forward, my
parents, my mom knew that since the public schools weren't working for
me and weren't challenging my older brothers, she knew that she needed
to find another school and she would stop at nothing to give us that.
So we used the Florida Tax Credit Scholarship, the one set up for
student scholarships, and went to the different private high schools
and middle schools in Tampa Bay area. And because of that, now fast
forward 10 more years. I graduated college with honors. I graduated my
degree in food science technology. My older brother, he's a mechanical
engineer at a firm in Clearwater, Florida. My other, my second oldest
is a-- in medical school. The third oldest is a chemical engineer at
GE HealthCare, and myself working at the American Federation for
Children, fighting to give every child the opportunity to school
choice options that I had. School choice shouldn't be a privilege, and
that's what I thought it was when I was growing up, looking at other
states that didn't have school choice options. I felt that I would be
in a lab coat right now. I graduated food science, like I told you,
I'd be in a lab coat somewhere. But I decided that I was going to
fight for school choice options in all states because of the
opportunities that I had, the opportunity, the American dream that I
was able to live out. And that's what every child deserves. Every
child deserves the right education, the teachers that-- the one-on-one
attention if they need that. And that's what bills like this do. Bills
give children the chance at a right education. And that's what I'm
here to tell you today, is that I would not be sitting in front of you
today at the age of 24, having traveled around the country and
testifying on behalf of my story, on behalf of my family if it wasn't
for the school choice options in my state. Because, because my state
gave me the opportunity at the right education, I was able to sit in
front of you today. And so I know that if you guys give the children a
chance, and that's what school choice is, a chance at an opportunity,
that they will be the ones sitting in front of you today-- sitting in
front of you 10 years from now, talking about how much school choice
and how much their education helped them in their lives. So thank you
so much for hearing me today and I welcome any questions.

MURMAN: Thank you very much. Any questions? If not, congratulations
for how well your family's done and thank you for your testimony.

HERA VARMAH: Thank you.

MURMAN: Any other proponents for LB13867? Good afternoon.
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JENNIFER DEROCHE: Good afternoon. Good afternoon, Chairman Murman and
the members of the Education Committee. My name is Jennifer Deroche,
J-e-n-n-i-f-e-r D-e-r-o-c-h-e. And I would like to express my
appreciation for your time today as I share my story and how LB1386
could have helped my son Noah and can for the future. Noah is kind and
energetic 10-year-old boy who loves Harry Potter, Legos and asking
questions about everything, which I'm sure you can imagine can bring
up some pretty interesting conversations from Mom and Dad. He has been
receiving services in some form since he was 2 years old. When we
moved to Nebraska in 2021, the transition was very difficult for him.
He began exhibiting behaviors that we had never seen from him before.
His school principal and her wonderful team helped guide us through
those transitions and did the best that they could with providing
accommodations and interventions to try and keep him within the
classrooms. However, even with accommodations and therapy, he would
have meltdowns and outbursts multiple times throughout the day and
would not be able to recover. So we were approached with a choice. We
would have to transition him to another school, or we could have
someone sit with him every day to guide him when he became overwhelmed
or overstimulated. The thought of transitioning him again was
terrifying, since we had the, the extreme behaviors and difficulty
when we first moved; so we felt that was not in his best interest. And
we chose to move forward with a full-time para. Unfortunately, that
was not something that his Catholic school could afford to provide.
Therefore, my husband and I paid for someone to be with him every day.
Fast forward to today and there are still struggles in cognitive
skills, struggles in attention, comprehension, processing information,
perceptions, and social cues. Noah works very hard with his therapists
and teachers, but although less, there is still a need for the para's
help for test taking, completing assignments and taking him for a
break whenever he gets overwhelmed. His school has become an extension
to our family and providing the support and encouraging him to thrive.
My husband and I both have learning disabilities and understand-- and
the understanding now compared to back then is quite different. More
programs and resources are in place to help students like Noah become
successful, active children. Please help to provide opportunities such
as funding families and their educational choices to assist Noah and
so many others that want to flourish in their education while also
growing in their faith. Thank you and I'll take any questions if you
have any.

MURMAN: Thank you very much. Any questions for Jennifer? Yes, Senator
Walz.
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WALZ: Thank you, Chairman Murman. Thanks for coming today. We really
appreciate it. I'm just curious. Is, is your son on an IEP?

JENNIFER DEROCHE: He i1s now. But when we first transitioned, he was
not.

WALZ: OK. And then the other question I have, was it a recommendation
of the, the team, the IEP team, to have somebody come in, a para for
him?

JENNIFER DEROCHE: Not the IEP team. That was the-- a conversation
between his principals and his teachers that were, you know, having
him throughout the day, where they were not being able to calm him
down and just provide the actual extra one-on-one support between,
like, transitioning between a math activity to a spelling activity or
if there's something that he just didn't get right, trying to kind of
help him maneuver through that, he was not able to do that on his own.

WALZ: Yeah.

JENNIFER DEROCHE: He was going through the, the tiered process in,
in-- to try to figure out if he would apply or, or be able-- eligible
for the IEP services. But during that time, a lot of this was going
on.

WALZ: OK. All right. Thank you so much. I appreciate that.
JENNIFER DEROCHE: Sure.
WALZ: Thanks.

MURMAN: Any other questions? I have one. You can name the state you
came from or you don't have to, but I'm just wondering would you-- do
you think you would have had similar services in the state where you
moved from?

JENNIFER DEROCHE: So we moved, we've moved a little bit. We initially
started services in Louisiana, and so he was on speech as well as some
behavioral services, and those transferred into Iowa. Unfortunately,
after kindergarten, he was removed from the IEP that he was on. We had
him retested, but at that time did not seem to have the, the
eligibility for that there. But I do feel that having the, the
assistance would be a-- would have had a big benefit on being able to
progress him a little further.
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MURMAN: OK. Thank you. Any other questions? If not, thank you for
testifying. Other proponents for LB1386.

LAURA EBKE: Chairman Murman, members of the committee, my name is
Laura Ebke, L-a-u-r-a E-b-k-e, and I represent the Platte Institute
today. I'm pinch-hitting for Nicole Fox, who prepared this testimony
so be kind. Thank you for the opportunity to testify in support of
LB1386. One year ago, Nebraska was the only state in the country
without education choice options, no tax credit scholarship program,
no charter schools, nor education savings accounts for families.
Nebraska now has a tax credit scholarship program, and I'm looking
forward. It's time to look at broadening the options Nebraska families
have when it comes to ensuring their children receive a quality
education that meets their needs. Interest in education choice has
increased significantly because the challenges families faced during
the COVID pandemic. The COVID pandemic underscored the need for
families to have the necessary assistance to their-- to provide their
children with an education that meets their individual learning needs,
regardless of income or area of residence. While we respect that not
all Nebraskans will agree on, on the need for additional education
choice policies, the, the reality is that many families do, do care
about having these options. Nebraska public K-12 schools are a
foundation of our education system. For most families, they will
continue to be the main choice, but they could not be the only
choice-- they should not be the only choice. Some families may feel a
different path may better fit their needs and the needs of their
children. LB1386 would establish an educational savings account for
the-- for each student enrolled in kindergarten through 12th grade at
an approved or accredited private, denominational or parochial school
for use on qualified educational expenses. To date, at least 13 other
states have adopted educational savings accounts, including Iowa.
Looking at our neighboring-- neighbor to the east, specifically after
announcing their program after legislation passed in 2023 authorizing
14,000 accounts, Iowa saw over 29,000 families make application for
this educational tool. Many confuse vouchers with educational savings
accounts. School vouchers allow parents to make-- to use public funds
to pay private, private school tuition. A state agency issues a check,
which is endorsed by a parent and, and turned over to a private
school. Or the check can be issued directly, directly to a school
under the parents' names. With education savings accounts, parents can
use school-- student funds for many different expenses including, but
not limited to, a private school tuition. As a result, the savings
accounts provide parents with even more educational choice than

22 of 129



Transcript Prepared by Clerk of the Legislature Transcribers Office
Education Committee January 30, 2024

vouchers. The Platte Institute supports LB1386, and we urge this
committee to advance the proposal out of committee.

MURMAN: Thank you. Any questions for Laura Ebke? If not, thank you for
testifying. Other proponents for LB1386.

SCOTT THOMAS: Good afternoon, Senators. My name is Scott Thomas,
S-c-o-t-t T-h-o-m-a-s. I'm with Village in Progress Nebraska. And we
do 1948 UDHR casework in the state of Nebraska. And it's all free of
charge should anybody need anything looked into. And I testify in
support of LB1386, in accordance with the 1948 UDHR Article 18 and
Article 26, respectively, for the right to freedom of religion and
right to education. Any questions for the senators?

MURMAN: Thank you. Any questions for Mr. Thomas?
SCOTT THOMAS: Thank you so much.
MURMAN: If not, thank you for testifying. Other proponents for LB13867?

HEATHER SCHMIDT: Good afternoon. My name is Heather Schmidt,
H-e-a-t-h-e-r S-c-h-m-i-d-t. I am a proponent of LB1386. We are a
working class family, members of the scarce trade workforce. We love
our city and our community. Costs and taxes are rising and wages are
not keeping up. We are sending our youngest of 3 children to private
school. We know it will lead to a better educational outcome for her.
She needs something different than her siblings did, who love their
public schools. I'm happy to elaborate if you have any questions, but
I know you have a lot to get through today, so I won't right now. The
cost of this is our responsibility. We can't write it off. We can't
save for it in a tax-exempt account. We need some support and a little
faith from you in our ability to make the best decisions for our
children. Thank you. And I am open for questions.

MURMAN: Any questions for Heather Schmidt? If not, thank you very much
for testifying.

HEATHER SCHMIDT: All right. Thank you.
MURMAN: Other proponents for LB1386. Good afternoon.

FRANCISCO SOLIS: Good afternoon. My name is Francisco Solis and
spelled F-r-a-n-c-i-s-c-o S-o-1l-i-s. I am from Fremont, live there
with my wife Dominga [PHONETIC], and 2 daughters, Martina and Daisy
[PHONETIC]. In junior high, I was immigrated to the United States from
Guatemala. I moved to Schuyler where I attended school. I did not
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speak Spanish or English. I only speak my native language. Guatemala
dialect, K'iche'. The school was difficult, but I learned Spanish and
English. I received good education, participated in activities, and
graduated high school. Two years ago, my family moved to Fremont from
Dakota City. When we moved, Dominga, who is also an immigrant from
Guatemala, I wanted to choose a good school for our kids. We did not
think that the local public school would be the best school for them.
Instead, we tried to option enroll at the Cedar Bluff Public School.
We toured the school and liked it. The, the school officials told us
that they look forward to seeing our daughters in the fall. When we
sent all the option enrollment paperwork, we told-- we told the school
that Martina had an IEP, moderate hearing issue. That's when
everything changed for us. The Cedar Bluff principal sent us an email.
Told us that Martina will not be accepted because of her IEP. My
family was disappointed, and it was not fair for Martina was being
rejected because of an IEP. Martina was a good student, with good
grades and good behavior, no-- with no behavior issue. When Martina
former school counselor sent information to Cedar Bluff, he said it
was a very strong advocate for herself and her hearing issue. Was
also-- I was personally upset. I felt like my family was being treated
poorly because we couldn't speak very good English [INAUDIBLE]. We
also wanted to send our daughter to Arborshop [SIC] Bergan's in
Fremont. But unfortunately, we couldn't afford to go on into that
private school. I am here today because this legislation will help my
family. It will-- could help-- we could use the $1,500 to afford
Arborshop Bergan, which we knew will be good school for our kids. As
an immigrant, Dominga and I want our kids to have better life than us.
We want them to go to college and get good jobs and raise a happy
family. My foster dad passed away almost 10 years ago. He was an
immigrant from Mexico and only went to school till 6th grade. But he
worked hard to give me the best opportunity that he could give me. And
I want to be like him, you know. I want to be like him, to give my
kids the best that I can give to them. Thank you for listening and for
my story. Please support Senator Hansen. That's all I got.

MURMAN: Thank you. Any questions for Francisco? Yes, Senator Walz.
WALZ: I just have a quick question. Can you say your last name again?
FRANCISCO SOLIS: Solis, S-o-l-i-s.

WALZ: Thank you.

MURMAN: Thank you. Thank you for advocating for your family. Any other
proponents?
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RALPH TATE: Good afternoon, Chairman Murman, Sen-- Senators on the
committee. My name is Ralph Tate, R-a-l-p-h T-a-t-e. First of all, I
want to appreciate Senator Hansen and the committee to recognize that
parents have the constitutional right to determine the appropriate
educational path for their children-- I think that's important-- when
60% of my property tax is directed to public education. I also think
it's appropriate that parents send their children to private,
parochial or nondenominational schools be afforded the same tax relief
as public schools. I would make a suggestion, though, that I think the
$1,500 is inadequate. When we recognize that a-- the cost of a public
education student on an annual basis is somewhere in the neighborhood
of $14,000, $1,500 sounds cheap. My suggestion that you would
consider, perhaps, is the same level of funding that Senator Erdman--
Erdman's bill, LB939, which offers half the adjusted average per pupil
cost for tax relief might be a consideration. The other thing I think
that's important to understand is perhaps none of this would be an
issue or certainly not as significant an issue if we didn't also
recognize what the academic performance is in today's public schools.
If you take a look at the standard school-- standard, excuse me,
standard test scores for English language arts and math, you'll find
that for each and every grade between 3rd and 8th grade, anywhere from
a third to a half of our students do not meet the academic standards.
That's important-- a third to a half. And if we take a look at the
minority students, black students, anywhere from a half to three
quarters of the students do not meet academic standards. I mean, that
is not an academic bar that is terribly high. I would also like to
make a suggested addition to consider. Of the 476,000 students in
Nebraska, the parents of the 13,700 students who are homeschooled
should also be considered the same kind of tax relief. They're
taxpayers too. As a matter of fact, I'm a taxpayer and I haven't had a
student in school for the last 13 years. So anyway, we recognize that
80% of all the learning that we gain in life is actually gained by age
5. So we need to recognize the key role that parents play in the
education of their children. However, we recognize that currently
Nebraska law prohibits the academic achievement testing of exempt
students. Not sure why. There must be a motivation for that. But
there's no way then to compare the performance of a homeschool student
or an exempt student with a public or privately educated student.
Typically, the studies have shown that exempt students typically score
15 to 25% above public school students on standardized academic
achievement tests. And for black students, the results actually show
23 to 42% higher. 78% of the peer reviewed studies of academic
achievement show exempt students performed statistically significantly
higher than those in institutional schools. And when, when you take a
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look at the nonacademic parts, 87% of the peer reviewed studies on
social, emotional, and psychological development show exempt students
performing statistically significantly higher than those in
institutional schools. I think that perhaps says it all and I've run
out of time, so perhaps I can answer any questions.

MURMAN: Thank you. Any questions for Mr. Tate? If not, thank you for
your testimony.

RALPH TATE: Thank you.
MURMAN: Any other proponents for LB13867? Good afternoon.

MARTINA ALONZO GOMEZ: Sorry, I'm kind of nervous [INAUDIBLE]. Is this
loud enough?

MURMAN: Could you speak up a little bit?

MARTINA ALONZO GOMEZ: Is this good enough?

MURMAN: Louder if you can.

MARTINA ALONZO GOMEZ: OK. Is this good? I don't know.

MURMAN: Just as loud as you can. These microphones don't, don't, don't
magnify.

MARTINA ALONZO GOMEZ: OK. Hi. My name is Martina Alonzo Gomez. My name
is spelled M-a-r-t-i-n-a A-1l-o-n-z-o G-o-m-e-z. I am a 10th grader at
Fremont High School. I am an honor student and participate in school
activities. I also have an IEP for moderate hearing loss. When my
family moved to Fremont, my parents wanted us to have the best
education that they could give us. So we searched around and found
Cedar Bluffs School. I wanted to attend Cedar Bluff because it was a
small town, less students, and the teachers would have more time to
work with each student. But unfortunately, Cedar Bluff turned me down
because of my IEP. My parents and I were very upset. While I have a
hearing issue, I've always been able to manage it well. We decided to
look into Archbishop Bergan in Fremont. My family and I thought that
it would be a great school, especially a school where I can grow more
in my faith and have a better educational experience. But sadly, my
family cannot attend-- cannot afford the expense. So we had no choice
but decided to attend Fremont High School. At first I felt scared, but
over time I grew and I'm comfortable with the school. Now I'm trying
to be the best student I can be, and I can-- and I've achieved many
things in my high school career due to my parents pushing me every day
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to be the best person I can be, and to have a better education than
what they had. I am an honor student with a bright future ahead, all
thanks to my parents. If my parents could afford Archbishop Bergan
High School, I believe I could have been a better student and my
parents would have been-- have-- would've been happier because they
would-- they could have chosen the best school for me. I'm here today
because this legislation could help my fam-- help my family to get me
and my sister into Archbishop Bergan. With the $1,500, it could help
other families with the same situation that we had. There are a lot of
families who cannot afford private school. But this legislation can
help but-- can help these families to send their kids to private
school with less struggles and better education. I feel that families
like mine, who are working very hard to live the American Dream,
should have more opportunities to choose a school. They know what's
best for their children. Thank you for taking the time to hear my
story. I hope you will support Senator Hansen's legislation and help
more student-- more students like me.

MURMAN: Thank you. Any questions for Martina? If not very-- thank you
for testifying. We could hear you very well. Thank you. Any other
proponents?

CHELSI GULIZIA: Good afternoon, Senators. My name is Chelsi Gulizia.
It's spelled C-h-e-1-s-i G-u-l-i-z-i-a. Sorry, I'm really nervous.
I've never done this before. I am the assistant principal of Sacred
Heart School in Omaha, Nebraska, where I've been fortunate enough to
work for the last 7 years. And I have spent my entire professional
career as an educator in the Catholic school system. However, I am the
product of a public school system, and I proudly send my own children
to an amazing public school in the small community of Auburn,
Nebraska. I share this with you because I feel it creates a unique
perspective where I can happily sit on both sides of this fence and
fully support public school systems, as well as educational
opportunities and educational choice for others. I believe it's safe
to say that as a parent we all want what is best for our children in
all aspects of life. We want our kids to grow into successful adults
who can be contributing members of our communities. And that all
starts with quality educational opportunities. Unfortunately, we have
pushed our students and families into a one-sized-fits-all educational
system that simply doesn't fit all. I wholeheartedly believe that our
public education systems are vital, but also fully understand it's not
always the best fit for all of our students. As an educator, like all
parents, I want what is best for my children and in this case, I would
be referring to my students. My unique experience in the Cues School
System provides me with a firsthand witness to the power that a simple
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change in educational opportunity can have in changing the trajectory
of a student's educational success. I could share with you guys
countless examples of students who have transferred out of the public
school setting and into our small private schools: students who come
to us with extensive IEPs; behavioral plans; academic and emotional
challenges of being multiple grade levels behind their peers; students
who have been on the verge of expulsion and come to us with countless
obstacles that absolutely thrive within our school systems, not
because their public systems were failing them, but simply because it
wasn't the right fit for them. The mission of Catholic schools has
always been to serve both the faith community and society by educating
young people, primarily the poor and the underserved, to provide the
most vulnerable members of our communities with the best educational
opportunities. It is no secret that financial circumstances often keep
many families from applying for public school or private schools,
excuse me. And providing $1,500 in educational savings accounts, you
can help open the door for many students to find their path to
success. I listened to Governor Pillen speak this last August, and
will paraphrase some of his words that have stuck with me since. How
can anyone who is deeply passionate about providing students with the
best educational experience to meet their needs be against a bill that
supports exactly that? This isn't a battle of private versus public
schools. It's about what is best for kids. It is about meeting the
needs of all children. And I know I'm out of time. I have one last
sentence to share, if that's OK.

MURMAN: Go ahead.

CHELSI GULIZIA: This bill, again, is one way to put our kids first. I
believe parents know their children best, and they should have the
freedom to advocate for the best education that will fit the needs of
their students. As a parent and educator, I fully support the creation
of educational savings accounts and I hope that you will too. I'm open
for any questions.

MURMAN: Thank you. Any questions for Chelsi? If not, thank you very
much.

CHELSI GULIZIA: Thank you so much.

MICHAEL JENSEN: Good afternoon, Senators. My name is Michael Jensen,
M-i-c-h-a-e-1 J-e-n-s-e-n, and I'm the principal of Sacred Heart
School, located on 22nd and Binney Street in Omaha, Nebraska. We are a
Catholic school with 137 students, in which only 6 of them are
Catholic. We serve a population that is 100% free and reduced lunch
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and are a member of the Cues School System. We work tirelessly every
day to ensure that our students are receiving an equitable and
holistic educational opportunity. Our teachers have proven positive
results that come with the cost to educate of $12,200 per student
annually. However, the overwhelming majority of Sacred Heart parents
can only contribute approximately 5% towards the cost to educate one
student. This leaves a large gap in funding that we must secure each
year for our students to access our successful blueprint in education.
In addition to the following resources: a licensed mental health
therapist; a full-time counselor; a full-time student support
specialist from Boys Town; a director of academic intervention to
ensure no student falls through the cracks; director of student and
family support services to ensure students that families are receiving
the wraparound services that are necessary for personal growth; a
middle school navigator who helps prepare, track and support our
students through both private and public high schools; 1-to-1 blended
learning technology resources; and a commitment to using the best
practices that are governed by a board of highly respected educators
from our community. I also want to mention 3 amazing resources that
call Sacred Heart home, home that don't come with-- that don't come
with a price tag. Our 3 OPS special instruction teachers. They are so
important to our student success. They provide our students with
special instruction, speech and language pathology, Title I services.
They are amazing educators. We are grateful and honored that OPS
shares their teaching talent with our students. They, too, are part of
the blueprint at Sacred Heart. You see, we do it together, private and
public school teachers working under the same roof to make sure kids
get what they need. Some people may say that the above resources are a
luxury. I would argue that they are necessary. Some may wonder what
would we do with $1,500 in educational savings account at Sacred
Heart? And it's simple. Ensure that the resources that I already
mentioned remain part of our educational process. These are expensive
resources that-- to, to provide on a shoestring budget. The cost to
maintain competitive salaries are at all-time high. Textbook loan
resources must be prioritized for our greatest need, even if it's not
the greatest resource. There are so many unknowns that our fundraisers
have to navigate each year to secure our budget. However, one thing
that we do know is that our prekindergarten and kindergarten
classrooms are already full for next year, and we haven't advertised
at all. Our community members want what Sacred Heart has to offer. You
are welcome to visit our school. I think you will see our students are
a wise investment when our family-- when we offer families the funding
they need to make educational choices for their children because
everyone comes out ahead.

29 of 129



Transcript Prepared by Clerk of the Legislature Transcribers Office
Education Committee January 30, 2024

MURMAN: Thank you. Any questions for Mr. Jensen? Yes, Senator Walz.

WALZ: I just have a quick question. I'm sorry. I was trying to look at
a text and listen to you at the same time. So can you tell me how many
kids are in your school again?

MICHAEL JENSEN: 137.

WALZ: 137 and 6

MICHAEL JENSEN: 6 are Catholic.
WALZ: Wow. OK. Thank you.
MICHAEL JENSEN: You're welcome.

MURMAN: Any other questions? If not, thank you for testifying. Other
proponents? Any other proponents for LB1386? Opponents for LB1386.

BENJAMIN BURAS: Once again, Benjamin, B-e-n-j-a-m-i-n, Buras,
B-u-r-a-s. It seems like if these private school or denominational,
parochial, whatever that means, if they're so successful, why can't
the, the, the current faculty of these private schools that can--
couldn't they just call up their successful alumni and get them to
donate money to the schools? Because I know that's how they did it at
Nebraska Wesleyan University. So, yeah, I mean, I've heard people
comment on that we have freedom of religion. I really don't think
that's true. I think it's just separation of church and state, because
I would challenge anybody to convert to Islam and then see how people
would react to you. Yeah, I mean, I don't see why. Nebraska's got very
good public schools. So if this is an issue of like an IEP issue, why,
why don't they just expand the IEP programs at the public schools
instead of, you know, just giving tax dollars to these private schools
and who knows where it's going to go. So that's, that's why I'm
against this. I mean, that's, that's what we had to do at Nebraska
Wesleyan. We would phone bank and call alumni, try to-- try to get
them to make donations to, to the school. So that-- that's, that's why
I'm against this.

MURMAN: Thank you. Any questions for Michael [SIC]? If not, thank you
for testifying. Other opponents.

TIM ROYERS: Good afternoon, members of the Education Committee. For
the record, my name is Tim, T-i-m, Royers, R-o-y-e-r-s. I'm the
president of the Millard Education Association, and I am here today
speaking on behalf of the Nebraska State Education Association in
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opposition to LB1386. LB1386 is the latest in a long line of bills
that attempt to siphon off public resources for private gain and in
this case, does so in a way that flagrantly violates the Nebraska
Constitution. LB1386 allocates General Fund dollars for private school
tuition. Nebraska Constitution, Article VII, Section 11 clearly states
that, quote, appropriation of public funds shall not be made to any
school or institution of learning not owned or exclusively controlled
by the state or political subdivision thereof. It's irrelevant that
this money could be used for other-- for, for other things that
qualify under the bill. And it's irrelevant that there's multiple
hands that change through. Courts have consistently ruled that
programs like this are an appropriation to private schools, which our
Constitution forbids. Furthermore, the Nebraska Constitution bars any
school that receives public dollars from the state from having any
religious test qualifications for students or staff at that school.
This would render a large number of private schools ineligible to
receive fund--funds, excuse me, from these accounts. Additionally,
1B1386 will be ripe for abuse. Arizona's Education Savings Accounts
program, for example, has seen fraudulent misuse of millions of
dollars. In one fiscal year alone, an audit revealed that more than
$700,000 of funds were improperly spent on things like toys and family
vacations. Not only that, parents bought items that were legally
permissible, but then returned them and secured their refunds in the
form of gift cards. So that way they were free to use the gift card
dollars for whatever purchases they wanted. Since the last time this
committee attempted to implement a school choice scheme, even more
data has come in to indicate the failure of programs like this. In
Iowa, for example, a program Governor Pillen touted last year, only
12.7% of students that utilized the ESA program in Iowa had ever
attended a public school. And what happened in Iowa in response to the
influx of these public dollars into private schools? Tuition rates
skyrocketed, and in some locations, the tuition rates increased by as
much as 50%. ESAs simply subsidize families who are already of means
and line the pockets of private school administrators. The fact of the
matter is this: Education savings accounts do not improve academic
outcomes. The more recent and the larger the school choice program,
the greater the failure to deliver results. We should be learning from
the mistakes coming out of other states and avoid these schemes, and
instead find ways to strengthen and improve our public schools that
serve all kids. And finally, I would remind this committee that over
100,000 voters from every single county sent a very clear message to
the Legislature this past summer that they do not want to see public
dollars going to private schools. Please respect the will of the
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people, heed the warnings of nearby states, and say no to LB1386.
Thank you.

MURMAN: Thank you. Any questions for-- yes, Senator Linehan.

LINEHAN: Thank you, Chairman. Thank you for being here, Mr. Royers. In
your paragraph, let me see, 1, 2, 3, 4, fifth paragraph, last line,
subsidize families who already have means. OK, line the pockets of
private school administrators.

TIM ROYERS: Um-hum.
LINEHAN: Do you know a lot of rich private school administrators?

TIM ROYERS: I'm referring to the people who own and operate the
private schools, not necessarily like the principals themselves.

LINEHAN: You mean like the Catholic Church?
TIM ROYERS: If you want to fill in the blank with that, sure.

LINEHAN: Was that what you're saying? I mean, here-- here's what you
[INAUDIBLE] .

TIM ROYERS: The dioceses in Iowa are the ones increasing tuition by up
to 20 to 30% so, yeah.

LINEHAN: What you say here is line the pockets of private school
administrators.

TIM ROYERS: Yes. The contention is this does not help families that
are in need. It allows private schools to gain more money.

LINEHAN: But that's not what you're saying. I'm trying to figure out
what private school administrator--

TIM ROYERS: I'm attempting to clarify. If, if the response to the
creation of educators savings accounts in Iowa was to increase tuition
by double digit percentages, how else would you describe that?

LINEHAN: OK. Thank you.

MURMAN: Any other questions for Mr. Royers? I have one. If, if, you
said it would allow private schools to obtain more money, well, if the
private schools use that money for education, wouldn't that be a good
thing?
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TIM ROYERS: Not if they're expan-- the whole premise, generally, as I
understand it from proponents of school choice, is to provide, as we
heard from some testifiers today, the idea is to expand access to
families who might not have had access to those schools prior. But as
Iowa proves, nearly 90% of the recipients were already attending
private schools. So if the vast majority of the families receiving
these dollars already attend those private schools and those private
schools are significantly increasing their tuition, then my answer to
your question is no, because it means that they're not expanding
educational outcomes. They're simply expanding how much revenue
they're generating off of those families.

MURMAN: Thank you. Any other questions?

WAYNE: You're making a critical assumption there, aren't you? You're
assuming that every student would stay there, but for the dollars,
maybe that's the reason why these dollars are supplementing is because
those families couldn't afford it and now they're [INAUDIBLE] now
they're supplementing. You're making-- just a yes or no question,
you're making an assumption.

TIM ROYERS: I'm not making an assumption. I'm citing fact from the
state of Iowa this year, sir.

WAYNE: There's an assumption in that fact.
TIM ROYERS: Given the response to raise tuition, I would say no.

WAYNE: OK. So the people who are taking scholarships, because tuition
is going up, you're saying it's to line the pockets, rather than
saying maybe those people would leave because they couldn't afford the
higher tuition.

TIM ROYERS: Given that the historical tuition rate increases within
those private schools prior to the passage of ES-- of the educational
savings accounts was nowhere near the increases they experienced in
the year that they did have an educational savings account, I don't
believe I'm making an assumption. I think there's a direct correlation
between the passage of ESAs and an increase in tuition that does not
correlate to increase in expenses.

WAYNE: And you're going to stand by that post-COVID, because COVID is
seeing a huge influx of people leaving public schools, me included.

TIM ROYERS: Given that the bill passed in 2023, I would say yes.
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WAYNE: So again, parents may be looking for options to go somewhere
because of what they experienced.

TIM ROYERS: You can make that your assertion, Senator. I would
disagree.

WAYNE: OK. OK. All right. I'm done with that.
MURMAN: Any other questions? I have another one.
TIM ROYERS: Sure.

MURMAN: I think you said, 90% of the students in-- that received the
funding in Iowa already attended private schools.

TIM ROYERS: Yeah, to be specific and it's listed in that paragraph
that Senator Linehan cited, and this is coming from the Iowa
Department of Education, only 12.7% of recipients had ever attended a
public school. So that's not even factor-- so if you only looked at
the percentage of the students that even attended public school the
year prior, that percentage would be even lower.

MURMAN: So, if, if the funding helped even 10% or a percentage of 10%
of the students that could go to a private school, a school that would
maybe better serve their needs, wouldn't that be a good thing?

TIM ROYERS: I think your question highlights, Senator Murman, maybe
where you and I have a philosophical difference on solutions like
this. I, I think while that hypothetical certainly is true, it comes
at a greater cost to those who do attend public schools, which
represents the vast majority of the kids in that state, in the state
of Iowa. So while yes, that certainly might be true for that low
percentage, the funding tradeoff and the harm it's causing to public
schools means that you have more students who are harmed by this than
the limited number of families who stand to benefit.

MURMAN: I'll just ask one more question. If the public schools are
educating less, less students because some of them are going to a
private school, wouldn't that be less expensive for public schools?

TIM ROYERS: That's a-- I'm very glad you asked that question, because
I think, again, this is something that's come up often. And it came up
last year in the discussion of LB753. Let's, let's say a thousand kids
leave Millard Public Schools, which is the district that I'm in.
Right? Sounds like a lot. If you break it down by building and by
grade level, you're talking about maybe 5-ish kids. It's not enough to

34 of 129



Transcript Prepared by Clerk of the Legislature Transcribers Office
Education Committee January 30, 2024

remove a teacher. Right? So your fixed costs remain the same. You
still have the same number of teachers, same number of classrooms,
generally the same number of expenses. But now Millard Public Schools
has lost millions of dollars in funding. So yes, you're right. In
principle, there could potentially be a reduction in the number of
students attending public schools. However, and again, this is not
just my opinion. I'm actually quoting the fiscal note for LB753 last
year. The Legislative Fiscal Office said there were-- there will not
be a sufficient number of students within concentrated schools or
classrooms to justify a reduced expense, that regardless of the cost
of bills like this, it will be a net harm to public school funding.

MURMAN: OK. I assume that Millard can be more efficient with their
buildings and their classes. I'll leave it go with that. Senator
Linehan.

TIM ROYERS: I would-- I would challenge that assertion, Senator
Murman. I would love to have you come to Millard Public Schools, and I
can talk about the great work we're doing.

LINEHAN: Let's go to the fiscal note.
TIM ROYERS: Yeah.

LINEHAN: Doesn't the fiscal note also say that the bill would save?
You're talking about losing money.

TIM ROYERS: Right.

LINEHAN: Why would they lose money? Because we would save 12-- I think
it was $12.5 million, right? If 5,000 kids left public schools--

TIM ROYERS: Right.

LINEHAN: --there would be a $12.5 million savings.

TIM ROYERS: Right. But what the fiscal note--

LINEHAN: Oh, 12, is that right? This is a 12.5 million savings.

TIM ROYERS: Sorry. I just want to clarify because I mentioned a fiscal
note from like which bill are you talking about?

LINEHAN: LB753.

TIM ROYERS: Sure. It-- that fiscal note says there would be no drop in
expense on the part of schools.
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LINEHAN: Did it say it would save the state $12.5 million?

TIM ROYERS: I don't—-- that's irrelevant if it means that the school
expenses aren't dropping--

LINEHAN: It is-- I think it's relevant. Did it say--

TIM ROYERS: Well, actually, Senator Linehan, it is relevant because

what that means if there's a-- if there's a savings to the state, but
no, no drop in expenses on the part of our public schools, that means
we're sending public schools less money with no reduction in expense.

LINEHAN: So it does say it would say the state $12.5 million. Now--
TIM ROYERS: At the harm of 90% of families that attend public schools.

LINEHAN: --did the public schools lose or gain more state funding last
year?

TIM ROYERS: I believe I'm quoting Governor Pillen when he said he
wanted 97% of the Education Future Fund money to go to property tax
relief.

LINEHAN: Did the public schools gain or lose state funding last year?
Did we go from 40% special ed--

TIM ROYERS: Yeah, we did, and it was wonderful.
LINEHAN: [INAUDIBLE] to what? To 80%, right?
TIM ROYERS: And that was great.

LINEHAN: And did we give $1,500, $1,500 for every student in public
school in the same breath?

TIM ROYERS: Depending on the impact of TEEOSA for equalized districts,
maybe.

LINEHAN: No. We will have numbers tomorrow to prove that. So we, we
were spending $1 billion plus several other little buckets on
education funding. We increased it $327 million last year.

TIM ROYERS: Right.
LINEHAN: Would you agree