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Groundbreaking Legislation in Utah: This week, Utah became the first state to offer universal school choice to students in public schools. The bill, signed into law by Governor Jon Huntsman, Jr., would provide each public school student in Utah a voucher for at least $500 to attend a private school of their choice. Low-income students could receive up to $3,000 a year. 
But public schools still stand to gain from the new state program, which also allows public schools to retain a portion of the per pupil state funding for those students who avail themselves of the voucher program.

The Utah plan would not currently benefit those students already enrolled in private schools unless they are from low-income families. Robert C. Enlow, the executive director of the Indianapolis-based Milton and Rose D. Friedman Foundation, which promotes school choice, was quoted as saying “This is not a response to failing schools. This is a response to people who believe it’s their right to choose.” 

“School choice empowers parents to make the best decisions regarding their children’s education,” said Dr. Keith Wiebe, president of the American Association of Christian Schools. “AACS welcomes any advancement in the battle to give parents more control of their child’s learning opportunities.”

The Perils of Political Correctness: A $30 million program which encourages states to test newborn babies for HIV faces elimination by Senate Democrat leadership. The program is part of the Ryan White Early Diagnosis Grant Program and has successfully reduced the numbers of babies who are infected by their HIV positive mothers. The total cost of testing and treating an infant born to an HIV positive mother is $85. By contrast, an infant infected with HIV can only expect to live into his mid-twenties and his lifetime medical care could exceed $250,000.

The program has seen tangible results. New York experienced a 78% drop in HIV infections in newborns after implementing a similar program. Connecticut had a similar experience when they started their baby AIDS testing program in 2002. That year, of the 213 babies born to HIV infected mothers only one was definitely HIV positive.

Despite the money having already been appropriated for this program and passed by the House in its omnibus spending bill, Senate Democrats declared this an earmark and introduced Section 20613(b) of House Joint Resolution 20 to eliminate the program and cause the funds to revert to Center for Disease Control’s other HIV/AIDS activities.

Senator Tom Coburn (R-OK), a medical doctor, introduced an amendment that would have restored the $30 million funding for the program; however, Sen. Bernie Sanders (VT) obstructed his efforts and the bill was passed without the amendment.  Co-sponsoring the amendment was Senators John McCain (R-AZ), Sam Brownback (R-KS), and Jeff Sessions (R-AL).

HPV Vaccinations:  A recent executive order by Texas Governor Rick Perry has highlighted a growing move towards states requiring teenage girls to be vaccinated against the HPV, a sexually-transmitted disease that has been linked to cervical cancer. 

Governor Perry’s executive order and similar legislation in other states requires girls entering the 6th grade to be vaccinated. Perry’s order allows an exemption for religious students, but does not specify that the order only affects public school students.

Twenty-six states have either passed legislation requiring the HPV vaccine or have legislation pending. Those states include Arizona, California, Connecticut, Florida, Georgia, Hawaii, Illinois, Indiana, Kansas, Kentucky, Maine, Maryland, Massachusetts, Michigan, Minnesota, Mississippi, New Jersey, North Dakota, Ohio, Oklahoma, Rhode Island, South Carolina, Virginia, and Wisconsin.  

Wendy Wright, President of Concerned Women for America, points out that the flu virus kills 60,000 Americans each year, but the flu vaccine is not mandated whereas cervical cancer kills approximately 4,000 women each year.
Wright told WorldNetDaily, “The governor’s order forces little girls to be shot with a sex virus vaccine…An opt-out provision puts parents in the position of having to resist forceful government officials, and puts the burden on parents when it should be on the vaccine maker.”
ACLU v. The State of South Carolina: According to Ron Barnett, staff-writer for The Greenville News, several South Carolina counties are in a battle with the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) over sectarian prayers offered at county council meetings. Specifically, Oconee County has altered its policy of prayer before meetings. 

The Oconee County Council moved to begin meetings with a moment of silence rather than the traditional prayer. The council had been urged by the Alliance Defense Fund to change to a policy which allowed prayer by local ministers who represent churches that have “an established presence” in the county. But Brad Norton, the Oconee County Attorney contends that such a plan as suggested by the ADF would be “skating on thin ice—or beyond the edge.”

The State Attorney General, Henry McMaster, strongly disagrees with the ACLU’S insistence on non-sectarian prayers and in an open letter to the ACLU wrote, “A person does not forfeit his right to pray as he wishes by joining a municipal council or any other legislative body.”

While some SC counties are just trying to stay out of range of the ACLU by deemphasizing the sectarian nature of prayers, other counties, such as the Greenville County Council, have no plans to change their prayer policy. 

Dr. Bob Taylor, Dean of the College of Arts and Sciences at Bob Jones University and a Greenville County Council member, was quoted in The Greenville News saying that there is no such thing as a “non-sectarian God.” Taylor said, “If you believe in a God, then that’s who you ought to be praying to. Otherwise, what are you doing?”
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