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School Choice Growing in the States:  On Wednesday, August 21, the Department of Education Office of Non-Public Education released a report entitled Education Options in the States, which describes in detail the various state programs that provide financial assistance to students attending private schools.  The programs range from voucher programs to tax credits.
Currently, 13 states and the District of Columbia have employed 24 programs that provide financial assistance to families with students at the elementary and secondary levels.  This represents an increase of 6 states and 17 school choice programs since 1997.  
The report, which was written as a resource to parents and educators, particularly those involved in private education, contains a thorough description of each of the 24 programs, including the amount of financial assistance provided, the number of participants, and the legislative and judicial history.  Also listed are Web sources for further information on the state programs and on issues related to private school choice.  To access the report, click on the following link:  Education Options in the States:  State Programs that Provide Financial Assistance for Attendance at Private Elementary and Secondary Schools. 

Interestingly, the first school choice program was enacted in Maine in 1873.  This program provided tuition assistance for students from small towns and rural areas where  a public school might not exist.  In February 2007, the most recent school choice program was signed into Utah law (“Parent Choice in Education Act”).  This law is currently being challenged (see article below: "Opposition to School Choice").
Opposition to School Choice:  Last Friday, the National Education Association (NEA) held a special meeting to discuss plans to halt the school choice program in Utah.  At a request from the Utah Education Association, the NEA board of directors voted on whether to grant 3 million dollars to wage a campaign against the new school choice program.  The official results of the vote have not been released.  
The “Parent Choice in Education Act” was signed into Utah law in February 2007, and  an additional amendment to the law was signed in March.  The program grants scholarships to every family in Utah to attend the private school of their choice.  The amount of each scholarship is determined by the income level of the family.

Upon the passage of the bill, opposing groups to the school choice program collected signatures in order to require a statewide referendum to recall or retain the bill.  Due to the number of signatures, the bill cannot be implemented until a referendum vote is held in November 2007.  The focus of Utah’s Education Association campaign is this referendum. 

Trouble in New Jersey:  The Ocean Grove Camp Meeting Association of the United Methodist Church recently filed suit against New Jersey public officials after the New Jersey Civil Rights Division threatened to prosecute them because they would not allow a same-sex “marriage” ceremony to be held in one of their worship facilities.  

The facilities of the Camp Meeting Association encompass a square mile of beachfront property, including a boardwalk pavilion.  After New Jersey made same-sex civil unions legal earlier this year, Luisa Paster and Harriet Bernstein decided they would like to have a ceremony at the boardwalk pavilion, claiming that the boardwalk is public arena.

However, the Camp Meeting Association maintains that the boardwalk is used for religious purposes and that same-sex civil unions are against their religious beliefs.  The Association is being accused of violating the New Jersey “Law Against Discrimination,” which went into effect shortly after civil unions became legal in the state. 

The Camp Meeting Association is being represented by the Alliance Defense Fund (ADF).  According to Brian Raum, senior legal counsel for ADF, “The government can’t force a private Christian organization to use its property in a way that would violate its own religious beliefs.  This action by the state of New Jersey is a gross violation of the First Amendment.”

The Washington Flyer Staff Writer: Jennifer Groover

The Washington Flyer Editor: Maureen Wiebe

