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Parenting is hard. We want to do more than just keep our children safe and happy. We try to give
them every possible opportunity to succeed in life, and that effort often begins with finding them
the best possible school, or at least making the best of their assigned public school.
Parents of children with special needs face especially daunting challenges. Upon finding out that
they will be raising a child with a disability, they must immediately learn as much as they can
about their child’s condition. As the child approaches school age, the parents have to think about
so much more than just a classroom and a teacher. It’s not surprising, therefore, that parents of
students with disabilities have a particular need for more options regarding their child’s
education.
Fortunately, four years ago the Missouri legislature recognized this need and passed Bryce’s
Law, named for Rep. Dwight Scharnhorst’s grandson, who was born with severe autism. Bryce’s
Law allows parents of children with autism, Down Syndrome, and several other disabilities to
seek scholarships through certain scholarship-granting organizations to attend private schools.
Unfortunately, the legislative process resulted in a final bill that was materially different than the
one Scharnhorst proposed. T he final version of the law was structured in such a way that not a
single child has received a scholarship. In fact, not even one of the contemplated scholarshipgranting organizations has even materialized. Imagine the hundreds or thousands of children
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who have missed out on scholarships because elected officials in Jefferson City failed to draft an
effective means for providing those scholarships.
T he law will be up for renewal in 2019. Isn’t it time for the state of Missouri to put real funding
behind Bryce’s Law and ensure it is a functioning program that can help Missouri students with
special needs?
T here were concerns in the past with “public” funding going to “private” (often religious) schools,
but the recent Supreme Court decision in Trinity Lutheran v. Comer, from right in our back yard in
Columbia, would seem to permit such funding so long as it was generally available to religious
and nonreligious schools alike and that religious schools were neither favored nor disfavored in
the application process.
If directly funding Bryce’s Law is a bridge too far, allowing the contributions to scholarshipgranting organizations to be tax credits instead of tax deductions (as Rep. Scharnhorst had
originally intended) is also a possibility. In that case, it would be the contributions of private
citizens rather than money from the public treasury that would fund the scholarships. T he state
of Missouri already offers a raft of pro-social tax credits for everything from child advocacy and
crisis pregnancy centers to food pantries to youth development and crime prevention programs.
Scholarships for students with special needs are an equally worthy cause.
Note that families don’t have to attend private schools. If they are being well served by their
assigned public school, they can stay there. If, however, that public school is not meeting their
child’s needs, they would have a chance to give another school a try.
T here is a bitter irony to having a law on the books that could do so much for children with
special needs, but cannot deliver the promised benefits because it fails to provide a viable
funding mechanism. T he time is ripe for the Missouri Legislature to fix its past mistakes and put
Bryce’s Law to work for the families it was intended to help.
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