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Washington, DC
April 25, 2008

The White House Summit on Inner-City Children and Faith-Based Schools: This Thursday, the White House held a first-of-its-kind symposium on addressing the struggle of faith-based schools to remain open in the inner-cities of America. The summit involved religious educators, clergy, statisticians, lawyers, school choice advocates, beneficiaries of religious education, government officials, and the President of the United States.
President Bush spoke to the summit attendees about the value and necessity of religious education in American society. He called religious schools “a critical, national asset” and proclaimed that Americans must work together to save these schools for the children of the inner-cities for whom the schools exist as “centers of hope.” He and several of the administration officials emphasized that while the work of No Child Left Behind is important in its efforts to reform public schools, it is also important that parents be empowered to make the best choices for their own children, whether it be a public or private education. 
Karl Zinzmeister, the President’s Domestic Policy Advisor, identified several problems at the root of the crisis facing religious schools in the inner-cities. He noted that the blockage of government aid (vouchers and tax credits), population shifts to the suburbs, the attempts to hold tuition costs down to benefit needier students, staff costs, and the growth of charter schools all play a factor in the decline of the number of schools in the cities. 

Ironically, as Dr. William Jeynes, Professor of Education at California State University, pointed out in his presentation, the students who benefit most from the religious education are the children of the inner-cities. He provided research demonstrating that religious schools have been most successful in narrowing the achievement gap between minority and non-minority students.

Although Catholic schools have experienced the greatest decline in the number of schools, evangelical schools have also decreased in number. However, the conference panels highlighted several educators who have become entrepreneurs and have successfully started schools in the inner-cities. One of the panelists, Tom Tillapaugh, has seen remarkable success with his National Association of Street Schools, a group of schools designed to help educate the most troubled youth of America’s cities. In his comments, Tillapaugh referenced the good work done by Tim Cox (a conference attendee) whose school Brinkley Heights Urban Academy is reaching poor minority children in Memphis, Tennessee. Brinkley Heights is an AACS member school. 
While Education Secretary Margaret Spellings and former Indianapolis Mayor Stephen Goldsmith concurred that the current political climate is not receptive to school-choice legislation on the federal level, they both emphasized that it is imperative for religious schools to work for tax-credits on the local level and to partner with public and private groups to meet the operating costs of their schools.
Getting Down to the Wire: Sarah D. Sparks, writing in Education Next, contends that Secretary Spellings is doing everything she can to keep supplemental education services (SES) and school choice in No Child Left Behind. Both programs are hallmarks of NCLB and ones that the Administration has fought to retain.

According to Sparks, Spellings announced this week that states and districts will be required to take a much more involved role in “implementing and monitoring the programs while requiring providers to better align their services to student needs and school curriculums.”

An old complaint made by SES providers is that local educational authorities (LEAs) fail to consistently and effectively notify parents of students who qualify for tutoring under SES. LEAs have said they don’t have the resources to carry out the notifications. Sparks stated that the Department of Education is now implementing a policy that requires school districts to prove that they have taken the following steps:

· “Partnered with community groups for outreach.

·   Ensured timely, accurate notification.

·   Provided signup for information via the Internet and other media beyond paper throughout the school


  year.

·   Given SES providers fair, open, objective access to school facilities.”
If the districts fail to distribute the SES funds, rather then having the money automatically go to other Title I programs, the money must be rolled-over to be used for SES and school choice the following school year.

Not Exactly Fair and Balanced: This week, the House Government Reform and Oversight Committee held a hearing on the federal funding of abstinence-only programs. The first panel of witnesses consisted of two Members of Congress—Senator Sam Brownback (R-KS) and Congresswoman Lois Capps (D-CA). In his official testimony Senator Brownback said, “Studies have shown that abstinence education is effective in decreasing the number of teen pregnancy and rates of sexually transmitted diseases among youth. Clearly our current approach is not working: STD rates are rising, and it is irresponsible of us to silence the abstinence message. We need more funding for abstinence programs, not less. Cutting funding to such valuable programs will only have negative results as we see teens, and even pre-teens, engage in risky sexual behavior.”

Senator Brownback continued, “Parents want the best for their children, and have high expectations and goals for their futures. It is ironic that most of my colleagues agree that abstinence education is preferred but are not willing to fund such programs at the same level as comprehensive sex education, the funding of which is [woven] throughout our federal budget. We, as legislators, should not undermine parents’ ambition to raise responsible, healthy children.”  
Congresswoman Capps and six of the eight other panelists shared the view of Chairman Waxman (D-CA), who believes that the federal abstinence funds should be taken away and given to comprehensive sex-education programs. Senator Brownback emphasized the ineffectiveness of traditional sex-education programs by highlighting a recent statistic that one in four American teen girls has a STD. He contends that if abstinence- only programs are going to be examined for their success rates, then traditional sex-education programs should be subject to the same review. 

Senator Brownback’s testimony was bolstered by the research and testimony of Dr. Stan Weed, who presented statistical evidence contrasting fifteen abstinence programs with traditional sex-education pregnancy prevention programs. His testimony reflected the fact that some abstinence programs are succeeding in not only reducing rates of teen promiscuity but in also decreasing drug abuse rates and school retention rates. His research showed that some traditional abstinence programs are decreasing sexual initiation rates by 45 to 50 percent, but he was unable to find even one comprehensive sex-education program that was successful in reducing teen pregnancy rates. 

ACTION:  Please call your Representative and urge him/her to support the continuance of federal funding for abstinence education programs.  Contact information can be obtained at www.house.gov.
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