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I
ndianapolis resident Jesus Gonzalez understands a quality education will give his four 
daughters the best opportunity for success. After his oldest daughters attended public 
schools for a few years, he and his wife, Yadira, decided to look into private options.
 Paying for a private education, though, was not in the Gonzalez family’s budget. 
School officials at the Oaks Academy on the city’s near north side referred them to the 
Educational CHOICE Charitable Trust.

 CHOICE Charitable Trust provides scholarships to low-income Marion County students in 
kindergarten through eighth grade so they can attend a nonpublic school of their choice. Founded 
in 1991, the not-for-profit is considered America’s first privately funded school choice program. 
Now more than 80 similar programs exist across the country, notes president and CEO Tim Wright.
 With financial aid from CHOICE, three of the Gonzalez girls now attend the Oaks Academy – 
an experience that instills in his children “more love for education and more focus on learning,” 
Jesus Gonzalez says.

 CHOICE grants scholarships for one-half of the child’s annual tuition, up to $1,600. 
Full scholarships are not awarded because it is important parents are invested, financially 
and otherwise, in the child’s education, Wright explains.
 In order to qualify for the scholarships, families must make less than 185% of the 
federal poverty level, which is the same qualification for free or reduced-price lunch 
programs. For example, a household with four family members must make $39,220 or 
less. The organization is supported by private donors, both individual and corporate.
 This school year 700 students received scholarships. To date, CHOICE has awarded about 
$20 million to 10,000 children, Wright proclaims. The 60 participating schools include 
both independent and church associated schools (Islamic, Protestant and Roman Catholic). 

Impacting today, changing tomorrow
 Wright believes access to a quality education is the “civil rights issue of our time.” 
Those who live in poor performing school districts and are more wealthy have a choice. 
Lower-income families, however, are trapped, he says.
 While CHOICE helps as many students as funding allows, the ultimate goal of the 
organization is “improved education for all of our children,” Wright surmises. 
 Giving more parents choice also creates competition, which urges all schools to do 
better, he asserts.
 Helping a few students makes a difference for all, notes Dan Elsener, president of 

Marian College and supporter of CHOICE. 
 He likens the impact of school choice to the automotive industry. When auto companies such 
as Honda design better cars, other struggling companies have no choice but to improve their product; 
the same goes for schools. Parental choice stimulates poor schools to do better, Elsener relates.
 “Once people are empowered, the whole system has to take notice,” he adds.
 Still, the impact on students who receive CHOICE scholarships is immediate. “This is one 
vehicle that is proven, it’s working, and it’s something we can do now,” Wright asserts.
 “We affect lives today, and (we) have yesterday and we’re going to tomorrow. I mean 
individual lives.”
 ISTEP data for the 2007-2008 school year shows CHOICE schools outpacing others. The 
CHOICE schools posted a passing rate of about 75% compared to about 40% for Indianapolis 
Public Schools (IPS). Less than 65% of students passed the test statewide.

Valuing education
 The Gonzalez family pays $350 a month so three of their daughters (ages 4, 13 and 14) can 
attend the Oaks Academy. “We believe it is worth it to pay that money,” Jesus Gonzalez notes. 
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Choice for Success
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Each of the Gonzalez children 
has received CHOICE Charitable 
Trust scholarships. Jesus 
Gonzalez says his daughters 
benefit from more one-on-one 
time with teachers at their 
private school.
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His other daughter attended Oaks for kindergarten and first 
grade, but this year she is at IPS. The school’s bilingual 
program is helping the second grader and she is benefiting 
from being with other bilingual students, he explains.
 In addition to a better education, Gonzalez says his daughters 
feel safe in their school and they are learning Christian values. 
The family has received CHOICE scholarships for five years.
 “If we don’t have the financial aid, we cannot afford to 

send them to the Oaks Academy,” Jesus Gonzalez says.
 Eighth-grader Melvin Gonzalez sees a difference. She 
gets more personalized attention during class and access to 
help after school. 
 “They explain things more,” she says of her teachers. When 
she attended public schools from kindergarten to third grade, 
she felt like teachers would just teach and then give her 
homework. Now her math teacher explains the subject, allows 
time for questions and offers individualized help. In reading 
class, she is learning skills such as how to take notes, she says.
 While Melvin will no longer be eligible for CHOICE 
scholarships when she starts high school next year, she plans 
to continue her private education. She is applying to attend 
University High School in Carmel, where she hopes to earn 
scholarships.
 Jesus Gonzales says it is important to him and his wife for 
their children to receive a better education, and CHOICE is 
helping them do that. Jesus and Yadira, who have been married 
for more than 15 years, immigrated to the United States from 
Mexico. Each of their daughters was born in America. 
 “We believe they can get a better education, and that is 
great,” he asserts.
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Resource: Tim Wright, Educational CHOICE Charitable 
Trust, at (317) 951-8781 or www.choicetrust.org  

Kami Davis saw dramatic improvements in her son Isaiah’s grades 
when CHOICE helped her enroll him in the Jewel Christian 
Academy. She told the organization Isaiah’s grades jumped from 
C’s and D’s to A’s and B’s. Isaiah can be himself at his new school, 
she says, and adds that he benefits from positive male role models.
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