
MINUTES
SENATE EDUCATION COMMITTEE

DATE: Wednesday, January 22, 2025
TIME: 3:00 P.M.
PLACE: Room WW55
MEMBERS
PRESENT:

Chairman Lent, Vice Chairman Cook, Senators Woodward, Nichols, Carlson,
Burtenshaw, Zito, Ward-Engelking, and Semmelroth

ABSENT/
EXCUSED:

None

NOTE: The sign-in sheet, testimonies and other related materials will be retained with
the minutes in the committee's office until the end of the session and will then be
located on file with the minutes in the Legislative Services Library.

CONVENED: Chairman Lent called the meeting of the Senate Education Committee (Committee)
to order at 3:00 p.m.

MINUTES
APPROVAL:

Senator Carlson moved to approve the Minutes of January 16, 2025. Senator
Burtenshaw seconded the motion. The motion carried by voice vote.

PASSED THE
GAVEL:

Chairman Lent passed the gavel to Vice Chairman Cook.

RS 31992 Empowering parents grant program. Senator Lent introduced himself and
discussed the importance of RS 31992. He discussed a project-based high school
that he had previously established at an Idaho Falls junior high school. This
initiative ensured that parents were involved and supportive of their children's
education. Senator Lent articulated the purpose of the legislation was to promote
school choice and boost parent buy-in. In addition to emphasizing the intention to
remove a large portion of the red tape imposed on teachers that was not federally
required, Senator Lent stated that the goals of RS 31992 were to increase
accountability in school standard thresholds, responsibility while utilizing existing
funds, and transparency while building on current programs like the Empowering
Parent Program (EPP). Senator Lent then discussed how the funds would be
allocated through RS 31992. He explained EPP currently has $30 million dollars.
RS 31992 asked for an additional $50 million: $20 million would be allocated for
EPP and the other $30 million would be allocated for Special Education.

MOTION: Senator Woodward moved to send RS 31992 to print. Senator Burtenshaw
seconded the motion.

DISCUSSION: Senator Ward-Engelking stated that she appreciated Senator Lent's good work,
however, RS 31992 felt too much like a voucher, so she would be voting nay.

Senator Semmelroth declared that we needed to have legislation that further
defined the terms set forth by the Governor in his address. Therefore, she would
be voting yes to send RS 31992 to print in order to invite further discussion and a
starting point for setting those definitions.

MOTION VOTE: The motion carried by voice vote. Senator Ward-Engelking requested that she
be recorded as voting nay.

PASSED THE
GAVEL:

Vice Chairman Cook passed the gavel to Chairman Lent.



PRESENTATION: Idaho Home Learning Academy. Terri Sorenson gave a brief introduction of
herself and the Idaho Home Learning Academy (IHLA) program (Attachment 1
and 2). IHLA was a school program that offered personalized learning strategies.
Her goal was to share the innovative options provided by IHLA, such as online
curriculums that met Idaho State education standards.

Ms. Sorenson discussed the benefits that IHLA offered, such as a $1,700
savings account parents could access per student per year to compensate for
materials purchased for their students' education. She emphasized the flexibility to
allow kids to be taught anywhere and the expanded role that parents had in the
educational process. Ms. Sorenson stated that students were monitored by IHLA
and resources were available for intervention if necessary. She mentioned that
IHLA offered several benefits such as Special Education programs and Education
Savings Accounts (ESA).

Ms. Sorenson listed a number of difficulties IHLA encountered. For instance,
adhering to the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act guidelines, preserving
parental participation, harmony between parent choice and State requirements, and
parent buy-in for standardized testing. Ms. Sorenson stated that the Legislature
could assist IHLA through increasing the growth cap imposed by Section 33-5702,
in addition to access to more financial options such as vouchers, ESAs, and tax
credits that serve all students.

DISCUSSION: Senator Ward-Engelking inquired as to whether IHLA, like charter schools,
received the $400 funding for facilities. Ms. Sorenson stated that, at this time,
they receive no facilities money. Senator Ward-Engelking asked where IHLA's
funds were allocated throughout their school. Ms. Sorenson expressed that funds
were allocated to teachers and administration from Oneida School District, to
the organizations that assist them in their ESA program, and to the families who
students are enrolled.

Senator Ward-Engelking inquired how IHLA was able to earn 1,500 grants
from Empowering Parents Program (EPP) when other charter schools received
less, given that their parents were also receiving IHLA financing separately. Ms.
Sorenson stated that IHLA did not promote the program and that parents were
applying for and receiving that separately.

Senator Cook inquired about the possibility of a parent receiving the $1,700
savings account if their children enrolled in an IHLA course but attended a private
school. Ms. Sorenson articulated that a student would have to be enrolled full time
in order to receive the full $1,700, therefore, a student enrolled in a single class
would only receive partial funding.

Senator Semmelroth asked how IHLA defined a mastery of standards. Ms.
Sorenson responded that mastery-based understanding was assessed by having
students submit their portfolios, which were subsequently scored by their teachers
using a standard space rubric. Senator Semmelroth pointed out that IHLA
student's average Idaho Standards Achievement Test (ISAT) results fell short
of Idaho's competency requirements, especially in math. She asked how this
demonstrated a mastery. According to Ms. Sorenson, their initial target audience
consisted of pupils attending traditional home schools, and when paired with outside
factors like COVID-19, this resulted in deficits in a number of disciplines, especially
math, since they were not taught to the required levels. The proficiency scores,
however, matched the Idaho norm as students advanced through their curriculum.
Senator Semmelroth stated that what she was hearing was IHLA blaming parents
for not providing sufficient education, which was a dangerous line as IHLA was
responsible for educating students, just as any other school, regardless of their prior
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backgrounds. Senator Semmelroth advised Ms. Sorenson against placing blame
on the parents and instead recommended emphasizing the progress made by pupils
during their program. Ms. Sorenson clarified that she never wanted to shift blame
to parents, and that there was just a gap in prior education that IHLA had to fill.

Senator Woodward questioned how often students were required to check in with
teachers. Ms. Sorenson explained they were required to check in weekly, virtually
or in person, with each teacher per subject. Senator Woodward asked how often
they were directly working with a certified teacher. Ms. Sorenson declared it was
very personalized. Some students only did the weekly check-ins while others
worked with a teacher for one hour per subject per week or participated in large
group meetings via zoom once a week. Senator Woodward clarified that, at most,
students were getting one hour per week per subject with a teacher. Ms. Sorenson
stated yes, if they did synchronous options.

Senator Woodward inquired how IHLA's ESA was incorporated into their model
and who authorized those fund distributions. Ms. Sorenson disclosed they had
contracts with providers and the providers decided which parents received the
funds. Senator Woodward asked what the legal basis was for handing out those
funds to parents. Ms. Sorenson stated IHLA's contracts with three education
service providers. Senator Woodward discussed how three to four years ago the
Legislature spent time deliberating ESAs, vouchers, and tax credits but, to date,
none had been approved. From his understanding there was not a mechanism in
Idaho law to hand money out to parents. Ms. Sorenson articulated that the debate
regarded people outside public education. She referenced that every day school
districts purchased materials for their students to learn with, and their process
was no different. Senator Woodward questioned if we needed to clarify Idaho
Code on the language regarding the distribution of funds directly to parents. Ms.
Sorenson stated yes.

NOTE: Chairman Lent allowed Superintendent Abrams, from Oneida County Schools,
to comment. Superintendent Abrams explianed that the funds were going to
the institution of IHLA not directly to the parents. Their intention had not been to
violate any rule or law.

DISCUSSION: Senator Woodward asked who IHLA's funding partners were. Ms. Sorenson
stated Harmony Educational Services, BrainTree Academy, and Home ED 360.

Senator Nichols questioned if IHLA's funding prgram was similar to EPP. Ms.
Sorenson stated that she wasn't familiar with EPP and how it operates. However,
their program operated by setting aside accounts for each student that could then
be utilized to purchase or reimburse school materials. Senator Nichols expressed
it sounded like it was similar to EPP.

Senator Ward-Engelking inquired how they monitored the enrollment of their
students and their status as Idaho citizens. Ms. Sorenson stated they used Power
School enrollment and parents are required to prove proof of current residency.
Senator Ward-Engelking questioned how to ensure parents were not receiving
double compensation from IHLA's ESA in addition to EPP. Ms. Sorenson revealed
that IHLA tracks what was submitted through their ESA, but that there was no way
to track if they were getting compensated through EPP as well. Senator Nichols
mentioned that the only thing on EPP that can be reimbursed for, at this moment, is
internet services.

Senator Woodward asked how much State funding they received per student
per year. Ms. Sorenson stated funding was received per unit of students, and
IHLA's service educators were paid per unit of students for their funding. Senator
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Woodward inquired for the academic year of 2024-2025, how many units of
students were there. Ms. Sorenson estimated that there were roughly 375
units of children and IHLA paid their service partners about $21 million. Senator
Woodward questioned how much money had IHLA received this year. Ms.
Sorenson said they received about $55 million. Senator Woodward asked if
that was comprised entirely of State funds. Ms. Sorenson stated yes. Senator
Woodward asked, aside from the $21 million, where the rest of their funds went.
Ms. Sorenson explained the money goes toward payroll and what they were
required to pay to the Oneida School District. Senator Woodward requested if she
had a breakdown. Ms. Sorenson stated she could provide one at a later date as
she did not have her budget at that time.

Senator Woodward inquired if IHLA was a party to any lawsuits. Superintendent
Abrams stated yes, they were in a lawsuit with the State. Senator Woodward
asked about the plaintiffs and defendants in the lawsuit. Superintendent Abrams
declared the State Department and the Legislature.

Senator Semmelroth asked if Ms. Sorenson could clarify that out of the $55
million, $21 million went to the Education Service Providers. Ms. Sorenson stated
approximately yes. Senator Semmelroth asked who was ultimately responsible for
student achievement. Ms. Sorenson stated IHLA.

Senator Woodward requested a breakdown of their funds to be distributed to the
Committee for review at a later date.

ADJOURNED: There being no further business at this time, Chairman Lent adjourned the meeting
at 4:08 p.m.

___________________________ ___________________________
Senator Lent Savahanna Phelan
Chair Secretary
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