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Washington, DC
April 18, 2008

A Battle for the Soul of School Choice: Dr. John Merrifield, a professor of economics at the University of Texas-San Antonio, released a new policy analysis (published by the free-market think tank, CATO) this week that examines the quality of research conducted about school choice programs across the United States. The report, entitled Dismal Science: The Shortcomings of U.S. School Choice Research and How to Address Them, concludes that much of the literature about school choice is incorrect because most of the “choice” programs are not reflective of true school choice—that is, programs that contain key elements of school choice. Those key elements include “profit, price change, market entry, and product differentiation—factors that are normally central to any discussion of market effects.”
Merrifield’s report was released to coincide with a school choice symposium held at CATO. Merrifield was joined on a panel by Andrew Coulson, Director of the Center for Educational Freedom at CATO; Gary Huggins, Director of the Commission on No Child Left Behind at the Aspen Institute; and Sol Stern, Senior Fellow at the Manhattan Institute. 
The forum was the result of an ongoing debate over the future of the school choice movement. Stern and Huggins argued that school choice is needed, but that it has not produced the reform of public schools through competition that advocates promised it would. Huggins pointed to recent successes in raising public school test scores through the implementation of curricula reform. Both men feel that school choice activists should lend their efforts to supporting the reform of public schools through standards-based efforts.
Coulson and Merrifield disagreed strongly, saying that it is not fair to condemn school choice as a movement by looking at a few programs that are not truly reflective of the school choice methodology. Additionally, Coulson maintained that if school choice advocates do more pushing for instructionist reform (standards-based), they will not be able to push for incentivist reform (school choice). Both Coulson and Merrifield assert that history shows that these instructionist reforms may be successful for a while, but the benefits will disappear over time because the public school system is fundamentally flawed. It rewards mediocrity and punishes excellence.
Sovereignty in Jeopardy: Yesterday, the Virginia Supreme Court heard oral testimony in the case of Lisa Miller’s fight to prevent her former lesbian partner from sharing custody of Miller’s biological child.  Her child was conceived by artificial insemination while the two women were partners in a Vermont civil union. Janet Jenkins, Miller’s former partner, never adopted the little girl and has had no contact in the last few years since Miller left the relationship and lifestyle after becoming a born-again Christian. Now Jenkins is suing to demand full custody of the little girl after the Vermont Supreme Court decided in her favor regarding the civil union as a basis for custody rights.

Mat Staver of Liberty Counsel is arguing the case before the Virginia Supreme Court. He believes that this case has huge implications for state sovereignty because “if Vermont can have its civil union come into Virginia—despite the constitutional amendment, despite the legislation (Defense of Marriage Act) that says it cannot cross the border—then every state is vulnerable.”

The seven Virginia justices have heard procedural arguments in this case before, but this week they heard statements on the merits of the case. If the Supreme Court rules in Miller’s favor, the case will automatically move to the U.S. Supreme Court.

Gives New Meaning to the Phrase “Costly Divorce”: This week the Institute for American Values, partnering with three other organizations, released a new groundbreaking report entitled The Taxpayer Costs of Divorce and Unwed Childbearing: First-Ever Estimates for the Nation and All 50 States. The study concludes that the costs of divorce and illegitimacy to the American taxpayer are at least $112 billion annually and amounts to more than one trillion over the last decade.
“This study documents for the first time, that divorce and unwed childbearing—besides being bad for children—are also costing taxpayers a ton of money,” said David Blankenhorn, president of the Institute for American Values. “Even a small improvement in the health of marriage in America would result in the enormous savings to taxpayers. For example, a 1 percent reduction in the rates of family fragmentation would save taxpayers $1.1 billion,” he said. 
Georgia College & State University Professor Dr. Ben Scafidi contends that marriage is the key to lifting unwed mothers out of poverty. He believes this study bolsters that conclusion. “This new report shows that public concern about the decline of marriage need not be based only on ‘moral’ concerns, but that reducing high taxpayer costs of family fragmentation is a legitimate concern of government, policy makers and legislators, as well as community reformers and faith communities,” said Scafidi.
Blankenhorn agrees with Scafidi, saying, “This report now provides the basis for a national consensus that strengthening marriage is a legitimate policy concern.”
Cold Feet in Canada: Three years ago, Canada legalized gay “marriage” at the behest of thousands of homosexual activists who claimed there was a great demand for the right to “marry.” In the years since legalization, the demand, never terribly significant, has disappeared. In 2005, Toronto issued 107 licenses marriage licenses to Canadian same-sex couples, but seven months into 2006, the city had issued only one license.
The Family Research Council contends in its commentary about Canada’s gay “marriage” law that demand was never the issue; the goal was to force society to accept homosexuality as normal. The commentary states that “gay marriage is a social experiment gone terribly wrong,” and that Americans “would be wise to learn from our Northern neighbor’s mistakes.”
Michael Coren, writing in Canada’s National Post, argues that Canada “made a terrible mistake and may not appreciate the full consequences for a generation” of the legalization of gay “marriage.” “We allowed emotion to obscure logic and belittled anyone who appeared out of step with the current fashion. To marry without good reason is regrettable, to divorce good reasoning from public policy is a disgrace.”  
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