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“We maintain therefore that in matters of Religion, no man’s right is abridged by the institution of Civil
Society, and that Religion is wholly exempt from its cognizance.”
James Madison

Religious Liberty Back in Federal School Choice Bill

This week, a significant victory was reached in the negotiations for school choice in the reconciliation bill. As
AACS reported last week, the Educational Choice for Children Act (ECCA) was added to the “One, Big
Beautiful” reconciliation bill that passed the House Ways and Means Committee. ECCA is a bill establishing a
federal tax credit scholarship program that will advance school choice in every state. A key component of the
bill was language that protected the religious liberty of participating schools, ensuring that Christian schools,
SGOs, and parents would be protected in the choice program. However, when the bill was incorporated into the
larger reconciliation bill, the religious liberty language was stripped out, prompting action from an ad hoc
coalition of religious educational organizations that organized quickly to communicate with members of
Congress on the importance of maintaining this protective language. Mr. Jamison Coppola, director of the
AACS Washington Office, had multiple meetings and conversations with Speaker Johnson’s staff,
congressional offices, committee staffers, the White House, and multiple conservative organizations about the
importance of ensuring that the autonomy and mission of faith-based schools be protected in the school choice
program. Faith-motivated schools make up approximately 75% of all private schools in the nation, and
participation of these schools is essential to the success of a school choice program. However, without
assurance that their religious liberty is protected, many religious schools will not participate, limiting the
program’s success. As this important message was communicated to congressional offices, particularly those in
congressional leadership positions, Speaker of the House Mike Johnson chose to add the religious liberty
language back into the bill before a vote by the full House. This is a significant victory for school choice in the
bill. “We’re deeply grateful that Speaker Johnson recognizes the importance of protecting religious liberty and
for his action returning these protections to the federal school choice program,” stated Mr. Coppola. “We
believe ECCA will be good for students and families across the country, and an essential part of the success of
this program will be protecting the religious liberty of Christian schools, SGOs, and the parents that
participate.”

The AACS continues to advocate for maintaining the protective religious liberty language in ECCA as the bill
moves through Congress. The AACS and other religious educational organizations are also advocating for a fix
that addresses how private schools provide services for students with disabilities. As the bill currently stands,
private schools participating in the school choice program would be required to provide special education
services for any student who needs an Individualized Education Plan (IEP). While religious private schools
work diligently to meet the needs of all students in their schools, the requirement to establish a system for
screening all students and providing IEP services would prevent the vast majority of private schools from being
able to participate. The bill passed the full house on Thursday morning by the narrowest of margins 215-214.
We invite you to listen to the recent episode of the AACS Today podcast, in which Mr. Coppola and Mr. Matt
Ticzkus discuss the important issue of protecting religious liberty in the federal school choice program.
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HHS Guidance Highlights Educational Choice Options and Religious Liberty

The Department of Health and Human Services has released guidance that highlights ways that educational
choice is available through two federally funded programs—the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families
(TANF) and the Child Care and Development Block Grant (CCDBG). For the TANF funds, a Dear Colleague
letter was issued which states that “a state could use TANF to help fund such services for children and youth,
including after-school programs or child care, at educational alternatives to governmental entities, including
private and faith-based options.” For the CCDBG, the HHS issued an Information Memorandum which offers
recommendations for ways in which states can expand options for parents using the CCDBG program.
Specifically, the memorandum offers suggestions as to how to better engage faith-based providers as options for
families using the CCDBG program. The memorandum also emphasizes the religious liberty protections for
faith-based providers, stating, “faith-based providers are allowed to use CCDBG funding for sectarian purposes
or activities, as long as such activities are provided through a voucher and as long as the provider was freely
chosen by the parent.” The guidance further states that religious providers will maintain their freedom to make
employment decisions based on their mission and tenets of their beliefs. The guidance does explain that if a
religious provider receives a grant directly from the government rather than a voucher or certificate that comes
through the parents, some restrictions will apply to those religious providers. However, when the parents direct
the CCDBG funds through the vouchers, the religious providers maintain their autonomy and freedom to fully
follow their mission. The guidance is in response to the directive in President Trump’s Executive Order 14191
(“Expanding Educational Freedom and Opportunity for Families”) which instructed the HHS Secretary to issue
guidance on how states can use these federally funded programs to “expand educational choice and support
families who choose educational alternatives to governmental entities, including private and faith-based
options.”

Tax Cuts for Families and 529 Expansion in “Big, Beautiful Bill”

The House of Representative’s “One Big Beautiful” reconciliation bill includes several pro-family tax policies.
The bill would extend and expand the tax cuts of the 2017 Tax Cuts and Jobs Act (TCJA). Currently, the child
tax credit allows families to receive a maximum of $2,000 per child under age 17. If passed, the House
reconciliation bill would increase the maximum amount to $2,500 until the end of President Trump’s term in
2028. Even if Congress votes down the increased amount, the bill will make the $2,000 credit permanent. The
credit will drop to $1,000 per child if Congress fails to extend the TCJA. The House reconciliation bill would
also expand qualifying 529 expenses. For instance, families could make tax-free withdrawals for K-12 expenses
including curriculum, tutoring, dual-enrollment fees, and educational therapies. Certain approved workforce
credentials could qualify as well. In addition, the bill would create “Trump accounts.” Families could invest up
to $5,000 a year for their children in these diversified savings accounts. Other qualifying individuals and
nonprofits could also make investments. The government would provide $1,000 of seed money into the
accounts of children born during the second Trump administration. Trump account recipients could use portions
of the money at different ages for qualifying expenses, such as college tuition or a home purchase.

In Case You Missed It:

Weekly Market Update provided by Jeff Beach of the AACS Investment Team at Merrill Lynch

Practical Legal Help for Christian Schools: ADF Ministry Alliance

Lawmakers from Nearly Every State Tell Congress to Turn Off Federal Tap to Planned Parenthood

Christian Camp Challenges Policy That Violates Religious Beliefs

Jamison Coppola: Government Relations Director

Olivia Summers: Government Relations Assistant

Maureen Van Den Berg: Policy Analyst
Washington Office, 119 C Street SE, Washington, DC 20003



https://www.hhs.gov/press-room/acf-expands-education-freedom-for-families.html
https://acf.gov/ofa/policy-guidance/acf-dear-colleague-letter-tanf-alignment-eo-14191-education-access
https://acf.gov/ofa/policy-guidance/acf-dear-colleague-letter-tanf-alignment-eo-14191-education-access
https://acf.gov/sites/default/files/documents/occ/Educational_Freedom_and_Opportunities_for_Families_ACF-OCC-CCDF-IM-25-04.pdf
https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/executive-order-14191-expanding-educational-freedom-and-opportunity-for-families
https://waysandmeans.house.gov/2025/05/12/the-one-big-beautiful-bill-delivers-on-president-trumps-priorities-to-restore-and-expand-trump-era-growth-and-relief-for-families-workers-and-small-businesses/
https://washingtonstand.com/news/trumps-big-beautiful-bill-has-excellent-news-for-families-frc-analyst
https://www.savingforcollege.com/article/trump-budget-reconciliation-529-plans
https://www.savingforcollege.com/article/maga-account-money-accounts-growth-advancement
https://www.ml.com/financial-research-and-insights/todays-markets.html?referrer=homel2
https://fa.ml.com/south-carolina/columbia/jcb/
https://www.adfministryalliance.org/partners/american-association-of-christian-schools
https://readlion.com/lawmakers-from-nearly-every-state-call-on-congress-to-turn-off-federal-money-tap-for-planned-parenthood/?utm_campaign=7757600-The%20Lion%20Daily%20Brief&utm_medium=email&_hsenc=p2ANqtz--5VeKHx4gnMPPV_IR8wzguoVzzG9MydS8xtuv4XyHXFp58daYpOYR08L94MpX_CeEnEw8nBCCXpy2-bcvr9j34Q7qp8g&_hsmi=361144879&utm_content=361144879&utm_source=hs_email
https://adflegal.org/press-release/colorado-christian-camp-challenges-policy-that-violates-religious-beliefs/?fbclid=IwY2xjawKZmCpleHRuA2FlbQIxMQBicmlkETExd1VoMWFLRGFiUFkwdFNhAR6NXtYg5zCReOsO1HUUfj_S6PqxKn1enS92RMuNlLQHcU_f46FxSIHHw4j0LA_aem_bODRYcc5xWjatgajg2gsEw

