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Advocating Alternatives: Education was the topic of choice on Capitol Hill this week with a bicameral hearing on Tuesday on the topic “Elementary and Secondary Act Reauthorization:  Improving NCLB to Close the Achievement Act,” and on the introduction of several new education bills in the House and the Senate.

Former House Education and Labor Committee chairman and current ranking member of the committee, Rep. Buck McKeon (R-CA) introduced the “Empowering Parents through Choice Act.” His bill would provide expanded choice for parents of students trapped in failing schools. Specifically, the bill would (1) award scholarships of up to $4,000 to students attending schools identified as in need of restructuring, and (2) allow states, school districts, and nonprofit organizations to compete for additional funds dedicated to intensive supplemental educational services to children in schools identified as in need of restructuring.
In an effort to provide an alternative to the No Child Left Behind discussion, Senators John Cornyn (R-TX), Jim DeMint (R-SC), and Rep. Pete Hoekstra (R-MI) introduced the Academic Partnership Leads Us to Success (A-PLUS) Act of 2007.  This bill gives more decision making to parents and teachers in public schools by (1) giving states the maximum freedom to implement initiatives that work in their state, (2) reducing regulatory burdens associated with federal education programs so that educators can focus on teaching rather than filling out paperwork, and  (3) ensuring that states are held accountable to schools, parents, and the general public for advancing the academic achievement of all students, especially the disadvantaged students.
Fight for Religious Liberty:  On Wednesday, the House Education and Labor Committee held a full committee mark-up for H.R. 1429, “Improving the Head Start Act of 2007.” During the mark-up, Commissioner Luis Foruno (R-PR) offered an amendment that was titled “Protect the Character and Hiring of Faith-based providers.”  This amendment sparked a long debate between Republican and Democrat committee members over the religious freedoms of faith-based providers for Head Start programs.  The amendment did not pass (26-19) on a party-line vote, but Commissioner Fortuno and Rep. Buck McKeon (R-CA) have vowed to continue the fight to ensure that faith-based organizations are protected in their hiring rights.

Threatening Vaccination: This week, the Texas State House voted overwhelmingly (119-21) to dismiss Governor Rick Perry’s executive order requiring all sixth grade girls to be vaccinated against the HPV virus. The bill has currently moved to the Texas Senate.  Those opposing the mandatory vaccine are hoping for enough votes in the Senate to override a potential veto from the Governor.

Unfortunately, many state legislatures are eager to pass pro HPV vaccination legislation, including Virginia, which passed a bill amending the state code to require HPV vaccination of sixth grade girls. The bill has now been sent to Democrat Governor Tim Kaine who has promised to sign the bill into law.  In addition, the New Mexico House also passed a similar bill this week.  This bill has already passed the Senate, and Democrat Governor Bill Richardson stated this week that he plans to sign the bill into law.
Some states are including an opt-out clause for parents who may not want their daughters to take the vaccine.  However, opponents to the forced vaccination regime believe parents should have to “opt-in” for a vaccine such as this, and should not be placed in a position where they must resist the government in order to protect their children or stand by their beliefs.  
In addition to the concerns surrounding the moral aspects of mandatory vaccination, there are medical reasons for caution with the vaccine.  For example, the vaccine (Gardasil) only went through 3 ½ years of testing—not enough time for the medical community to determine what long-term adverse affects there may be.  And yet, this vaccine has still been approved for young girls.  In fact, the adverse affects that were reported during the testing were written off by the FDA and Merck, the only pharmaceutical company to produce Gardasil.

Several medical groups publicly oppose making the vaccine mandatory:  Texas Medical Association, American Academy of Pediatrics, Association of American Physicians and Surgeons, American Academy of Environmental Medicine. These groups are supportive of any vaccine, but don’t believe this should be mandatory because of the “lack of clarity regarding its safety and effectiveness.”

Please visit the following link for a complete listing of states with proposed legislation:  http://www.ncsl.org/programs/health/HPVvaccine.htm    
Eviscerating Vouchers: This week, Ohio Democrat Governor Ted Strickland announced his plan to streamline the state budget by cutting back funds for several programs, including eliminating the funding for a popular school choice program, EdChoice. He plans to use those educations funds to assist the public universities throughout the state.

Over 290 schools participated in the Ohio Educational Choice Scholarship program. Eligibility is determined by a student’s enrollment for at least two years of a three year period in a failing school. The EdChoice program currently provides funding for 14,000 scholarships amounting to $4,250 for elementary students and $5,000 for grades 9-12.

Lori Drummer, director of state projects at the Alliance for School Choice, believes that “Governor Strickland slammed the door of opportunity in the faces of 14,000 of Ohio’s poorest schoolchildren by calling for the elimination of the EdChoice program. He is forcing these children to leave the schools they love and sentencing them to return to the staggeringly low-performing schools they fled.”  

Correction: Last week, the Washington Flyer contained an article about the North Carolina Christian School Association (NCCSA) Pastors’/Administrators’ Conference & Legislative Breakfast, March 5-6, 2007. The Flyer reported that the legislative breakfast was sponsored by Return America, the (c) (4) arm of the NCCSA and that the breakfast was the first annual breakfast. In fact, the breakfast was sponsored by the NCCSA, not Return America, and was not the first annual breakfast. NCCSA has held an annual legislative breakfast since 1990.  We are grateful for the great work that is being done in North Carolina and many other states to stand in the gap and work to protect our religious freedoms.
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