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Madame Speaker: This Wednesday, Rep. Nancy Pelosi (D-CA) was elected Speaker of the House by her fellow Democrat members. Speaker Pelosi’s opening speech was somewhat moderated by the occasion. She focused on maintaining a balanced budget and on dealing with the War in Iraq. 

Speaker Pelosi’s agenda for the first 100 hundred hours of the 110th Congress includes implementing the 9/11 Commission’s Recommendations, repealing oil company subsidies, cutting interest rates on student loans, requiring Medicare to negotiate lower drug prices, raising the minimum wage, promoting stem cell research.

Democrats are planning to reintroduce a bill similar to H.R. 810, last year’s bill to expand federal funding for embryonic stem cell research. The bill, sponsored by Reps. Diana DeGette (D-CO) and Mike Castle (R-DE), was passed by the House and Senate and vetoed by President Bush, who has promised to veto any future embryonic stem cell bills. 

Speaker Pelosi has also come under fire from several Conservative groups for her desire to pass legislation placing new and some would argue, onerous, restrictions on lobbying and public relations firms with grass roots arms. Pelosi plans to reintroduce H.R. 4682, which, among many other things, would change the legal definition of grassroots lobbying and require any organization that encourages 500 or more members of the general public to contact their elected representatives to file a report with detailed information about their organization to the government on a quarterly basis.

Change for School Choice: Many school choice advocates have been discouraged by the chances for passing school choice legislation in light of the change in House leadership. Not so for Clint Bolick, President and General Counsel of the Alliance for School Choice. 

Mr. Bolick believes that while change may require school choice activists to adapt to the new landscape, the horizon looks pretty good. According to Bolick, the school choice movement does not have to go back to square one because many of the newly elected Democrats across the country are sympathetic to school choice.

New York Democrat Governor Eliot Spitzer has voiced support for charter schools and an education tax-credit for private school parents. Senator Joe Lieberman (I-CT) has long been a supporter of school choice. The new Democratic majority of the Iowa State Senate plan to pass expanded individual tax-credits. 

The movement has also received key support from several Republican leaders. Florida Governor Donald L. Carcieri is expected to continue former Governor Jeb Bush’s commitment to school choice. Texas governor, Rick Perry, who proposed a pilot voucher program for students in low-rated schools in some of the state’s largest school districts, remains governor of Texas.

The Education Market Index: This week, The CATO Institute, a free-market think tank published The CATO Education Market Index. The index is based on the foundational analysis work of Andrew J. Coulson in his book Market Education: The Unknown History(1999). Coulson and his fellow authors use the index to analyze existing school systems to see how closely the systems resemble free markets. 

They define an education free market system as any “system in which schools can offer instruction in any subject, using any method, for which families are willing to pay.”

In a free-market system, government schools do not benefit from a “subsidy” advantage over private schools.

Paulson believes that American education should be reorganized along free-market lines because “a substantial body of international and historical research finds that education markets are a superior way to meet the public’s educational goals, in terms of both individual needs and broader social effects.”

The study found that there is a causal link between the move toward education free- markets and school systems that experience considerable improvements in the areas of quality, efficiency and innovative educational solutions.

Interestingly, the broader social effects for students in independent schools include higher levels of civic involvement, greater tolerance for diversity, and fewer cultural conflicts over government-run, government-funded schooling. Paulson concludes that “The less people are pressured to patronize or pay for schools they disapprove of, the less social tension is created.”

They were not surprised to find that no U.S. state currently has a free education marketplace. But Wisconsin and Texas have the most market friendly education policies in the nation.
The Reluctant Legislature: This week, the Massachusetts Legislature voted to keep alive a proposed constitutional amendment to ban homosexual “marriage” in the state of Massachusetts. If the amendment makes it onto the ballot and residents approve it, it will leave Massachusetts’ 8,000 existing same-sex “marriages” intact but ban any new ones.

The amendment was the result of rigorous work by family groups inside Massachusetts. The groups collected 170,000 signatures to try to put the issue on the ballot. Obtaining the signatures was only the first step. Then the amendment needed at least 50 votes in its favor. The Legislature voted 61 to 132 in opposition to the amendment, but those 61 votes were enough. 

Kris Mineau of the Massachusetts Family Institute, one of the main proponents of the amendment, believes the amendment is “democracy in action. It’s not a vengeance campaign. It’s not a hate campaign. It’s just an opportunity for people to vote.”

But the Massachusetts legislature saw things differently and refused to bring the amendment to a vote. 

The Alliance Defense Fund (ADF), a conservative legal watchdog group, sued the Legislature and the same State Supreme Judicial Court that ruled in 2003 that homosexuals have a constitutional right to marry ruled in favor of ADF saying that the Legislature was not doing their duty by refusing to vote.

If the Legislature had not voted this week, the measure would have died and the family groups would have had to start collecting new signatures.
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