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Saving School Choice? The winter issue of City Journal, a publication of the free-market Manhattan Institute, includes an essay by Sol Stern, a contributing editor of City Journal and author of Breaking Free: Public School Lessons and the Imperative of School Choice. In his essay, Stern, an established advocate of school choice, questions the orthodoxy of the school choice movement and concludes that school choice is not an effective means of helping goad the reform of public schools. Stern believes that reformers should instead focus their efforts on instructional reform—phonics and traditional math programs.

Stern’s essay drew considerable response to his abandonment of his “incentivist” approach to school reform, that is, the belief that competition is the key to school reform. City Journal asked other school choice advocates to respond in a forum. Although a couple of the scholars were supportive of Stern’s change, most of the school choice writers were upset and rejected Stern’s new position on school choice.

Jay P. Greene, Senior Fellow at the Manhattan Institute, and Neal McCluskey of the Cato Institute’s Center for Educational Freedom, were the most forceful respondents.  Specifically, Greene challenges Stern’s claim that “the evidence is pretty meager that competition from vouchers is making public schools better.” 

According to Greene:

In addition to evidence about the competitive effects of voucher programs, studies done in Arizona, Michigan, and Texas show that competition from charter schools improves the academic performance of nearby traditional public schools. A fairly large body of research also exists on the effects of public school districts’ competing with each other. Clive Belfield and Henry Levin at Teachers College, no friends of school choice, conducted a systematic review of over 200 analyses in that literature, concluding: “The above evidence shows reasonably consistent evidence of a link between competition (choice) and education quality. Increased competition and higher educational quality are positively correlated.”
Mcluskey concludes, “We can either give more power to a monopoly that has constantly failed our children, or we can fight to give parents a much greater range of educational options. Unfortunately, Sol Stern has made his decision, and it’s not the right one.”

Compromising Science: This past Tuesday, the Florida State Board of Education voted on new educational standards for the state public school system. Of particular concern to both the board and Florida parents was the decision regarding what language they would use to describe science standards. Several members of the board have been pushing to include the teaching of evolution as the basic concept of biology instruction.

However, the initial recommended standards prompted public outcry from parents who felt the new science standards would present evolution as fact rather than theory. Many of these parents inundated the Florida Board of Education with email and phone calls. Some parents even warned they would pull their children from public school if the board went ahead with the new standards.

 
Florida State Representative Marti Coley, one of the critics of the new science standards, spoke to the board on Tuesday. Coley told them that "the opposing side keeps saying that we're trying to bring religion [into public school], and we're not. We're simply asking them to acknowledge that this is a theory."
 
Because of the concerted response to the proposed guidelines by troubled parents and legislators, the board decided to change the language of the new science standard and classify evolution as a theory and require that it be taught as such. The final standards passed by a margin of 4-to-3.

A Dubious Designation:  Nebraska voters may soon consider a bill that critics contend would make Nebraska the cloning capital of America. Pro-life advocates in Nebraska had been pushing for a clear anti-cloning bill that recently died in the state senate’s judiciary committee. LB 606, the bill that actually passed the unicameral state legislature, is the product of State Senator Steve Lathrop’s attempts at a cloning “compromise.”

Promoters of the cloning bill which passed have already started telling Nebraskans that the legislation “bans human cloning” by preventing state dollars from being used to fund cloning research and experimentation. Although the bill would indeed prevent state funds from being used for cloning research, it would allow private funding to be used for cloning research, putting Nebraska in the same situation as California, Massachusetts, and New Jersey.
The Lathrop bill skirts any criticism about creating a class of designer humans by simply stating that experimentation is allowed as long as the produced human clones are not permitted to live. Lathrop’s bill stands in marked contrast to the true anti-cloning bill proposed by Nebraska State Senator Mark Christensen (R). His bill, LB 700, would have completely prohibited the production of all cloned human embryos. Unfortunately, his bill was rejected by state house leaders. 

Critics say that Nebraska residents will instead consider a “deceptive compromise” and that if Senator Lathrop wants a true compromise he will move to exclude from his bill Section 3 which contains the language allowing private funding for human cloning.
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