Ripple v. Commissioner, 54 T. C. 1442 (1970)

Expenses for education are not deductible as medical care unless the education is
incidental to medical treatment provided at a special school.

Summary

In Ripple v. Commissioner, the taxpayers sought to deduct tuition and room and
board expenses for their son’s attendance at the Matthews School, claiming these as
medical expenses due to his emotional and reading difficulties. The Tax Court ruled
that the Matthews School was not a “special school” under IRS regulations, as its
primary function was educational, not medical. Consequently, the court held that no
part of the tuition or room and board expenses qualified as deductible medical care,
as the educational services were not incidental to medical treatment.

Facts

Paul and Carolyn Ripple’s son, David, struggled with reading due to emotional
problems. Following a recommendation from Temple University’s Reading Clinic,
the Ripples enrolled David in the Matthews School, which focused on remedial
reading. The school was not licensed to treat emotionally disturbed children but had
a psychologist consultant. The Ripples claimed deductions for tuition, room, and
board as medical expenses on their tax returns for 1964 and 1965.

Procedural History

The Commissioner of Internal Revenue disallowed the deductions, leading the
Ripples to petition the U. S. Tax Court. The court heard the case and issued its
opinion on June 30, 1970, ruling in favor of the Commissioner.

Issue(s)

1. Whether the Matthews School qualified as a “special school” under section 1.
213-1(e)(v)(a) of the Income Tax Regulations.

2. Whether the tuition and room and board expenses paid to the Matthews School
were for medical care under section 213(e)(1) of the Internal Revenue Code.

Holding

1. No, because the Matthews School’s primary function was education, not medical
care, and thus did not qualify as a “special school. “

2. No, because the tuition and room and board expenses were not paid for medical
care, as the educational services were not incidental to medical treatment.

Court’s Reasoning

The court applied the IRS regulation defining a “special school” as one where
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education is incidental to medical care. The Matthews School, focused on remedial
reading, did not meet this definition. The court noted that the school’s founder, Miss
Matthews, described its purpose as addressing educational problems, not providing
medical treatment. The court also considered the separate nature of David’s
psychiatric treatment, which was not integrated with the school’s curriculum. The
court emphasized the need for a direct therapeutic effect from the school’s services,
which was not established. The court cited prior cases like C. Fink Fischer and
Arnold P. Grunwald to support its interpretation of what constitutes medical care.

Practical Implications

This decision clarifies that educational expenses, even for students with special
needs, are not deductible as medical care unless the educational institution is
primarily a medical facility. Legal practitioners must advise clients that only the
portion of tuition directly related to medical treatment at a “special school” may be
deductible. This ruling affects families seeking tax deductions for private schooling
for children with learning difficulties and underscores the importance of
distinguishing between educational and medical services. Subsequent cases, such as
those involving schools for children with severe disabilities, have distinguished
Ripple by demonstrating a closer integration of medical and educational services.
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