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Bush Launches Presidency With Focus on Education

Attends Swearing-In of Paige

Calling the event “the beginning of a new era in public
education,” PresidentBush last month attended the swear-
ing-in ceremony of Rod Paige as U.S. Secretary of Education.
The ceremony was part of a weeklong series of activities
designed to highlight the primacy of
education in the new administration.

In what amounted to a conver-
gence of bipartisan support not only
for the new secretary but also for
education’s standing as a national pri-
ority. an assembly of senators and rep-
resentatives from both major parties
Joined the president and vice president
at the event.

"My administration has no greater
priority than education,” Bush said at
the ceremony. Hedescribed Dr. Paige
as "a man of integrity, a man of com-
mon sense. adown-to-earth man who
knows how to get the job done.” Say-
ing he and Paige share the same basic
commitment, Bush pledged, “We’ll work to bring excellence
to alt public schools all across America.”

Echoing the president’s commitment to improve public
schools. Secretary Paige said in his inaugural address. "When
cachand every child in this country can receive aquality public
education. we will have made history together.” Paige praised
the president for proposing a “clear and detailed” plan for
improving public schools and forestablishing the goal that *no
child be left behind in a failing school.” He said the adminis-
tration has a sense of urgency about making classrooms safe.
teaching children reading and math, and “closing the inexcus-
able achievement gap that exists among students attending
public schools across this country.”

Paige seemed confident that the administration and Con-
gress could make “education reform the law of the tand.” and
promised to work with Department of Education staff to "serve
the needs of our students.”

Vice President Richard Cheney administers
the oath of office to Secretary Rod Paige us
President George W. Bush looks on.

Unveils Blueprint for Reform

stablishing education as his top priority. President

Bush last month sent a blueprint for school reform to
Congress that would give states and schools greater flexibility
in implementing federal programs while at the same time
holding them accountable for academic
achievement.

“Educational excellence for all is
a national issue. and at this moment is
a presidential priority.” Bush said dur-
ing an announcement event in the East
Room of the White House. "My focus
will be on making sure every child 1s
educated.”

Although the new president’s blue-
print includes a broad range of initia-
tives. the one attracting the most media
attentionis the proposal to allow disad-
vantaged children in chronicatly fail-
ing schools the option to use Title 1
funds to transter 1o private schools.
“When schools do not teach and will
not change.” the president said. “parents and students must
have other meaningful options.”™ His plan would provide
approximately $1.500 to children in low-performing schools
that failed to show improvement after three vears of enhanced
effort and resources. Bush defended the measure by saying,
“An accountability system must have a consequence: other-
wise it’s not much of an accountability system.”

Private schools chosen by students
using the federal grants would. according
to the plan, “be subject to appropriate
standards of accountability.”

In addition to the Title | component.
the president’s education package con-
tains other measures (0 promote parent
choice. One is a proposal to increase the
cap on education savings accounts ten-
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fold, from $500 to $5,000, and to allow
their use for K-12 expenses. Another is
the establishment of a fund “to demon-
strate, develop,implement, |
evaluate, and disseminate
information on innovative
approaches that promote
school choice.” The plan
also calls for funds for the
creation of charter schools.

E-Rate

While the school
choice items are an obvi-
ous area in which the
president’s proposal inter-
sects with private educa-
tion. other elements of the
plan could also atfect pri-
vate schools. Forinstance. the proposal
to turn the E-Rate into a Department of
Education grant program could influ-
ence private school participation in the
program. Bush’s plan would streamline
the application process by combining
the E-Rate withexisting technology grant
programs and distributing the funds by
formula to states and districts. The
money would be targeted to high-need
schools. as 1s currently the case, though
it is not clear whether “need” would
exclusively reflect a school’s poverty
count or might also reflect its actual
need for technology.

By making the E-Rate adirect grant,
the president’s proposal would trans-
form the program from what is essen-
tially asubsidized discountarrangement
hetween schools and vendors into some-
thing more akin to government aid. A
fear in the private school community is
that, depending on how the program is
fashioned, the new grants could come
with new restrictions on how the funds
are to be used, or could even subject a
school to general government regula-
tons unrelated to the E-Rate.

Block Grants

Another point of private school con-
cern with the president’s plan involves
the call to collapse a host of existing
government programs into fewer tlex-
ible categories. On the one hand, if the
statute governing the consolidation is

Secretary Paige greets
well-wishers after his
swearing-in cerenony.

clear regarding the equitable participa-
tion of children and teachers in private
schools, the refashioned program could
actually expand the areas of federal aid
in which some private
schools take part. But on
the other hand, a poorly de-
signed consolidation statute.
which left it entirely up to
states and school districts to
determine how to target
funds, could produce tocal
programs that preclude pri-

astate, forexample. were to

capephow  consolidated funds exclu-
sively to hire new teachers.
and there were no provi-
stons in the statute for an
equitable set-aside for alternative pro-
grams for private schools, the students
and teachers in those schools could con-
cetvably be shut out.

Other Items of Interest

Other elements of the president’s
blueprint of interest to private schools
include:

+ the option for religious organiza-
tions to apply for grants to run
after-school programs;

« exemptions for private schools
and home schools from federal
lesting requirements;

* a new reading program for the
early grades;

* a teacher tax deduction:

« funding for charter school start-up
COsLs;

« increased funding for IDEA.

The president described s pro-
posal as a framework for bipartisan leg-
islation to be developed by Congress
and the administration in the near future.
To be sure, the transformation of his
blueprint into tegislative language witl

require careful attention on the part of

the private school community in orderto
make certain the needs of all the nation’s
students are met and no child is left
behind.

The president’s 30-page blueprint
for school reform. No Child Left Behind.
is available on the Web site of the U.S.
Dept. of Education at www.ed.gov.

vate school participation. If

decide to use its share of

Bush Choice Plan
Sparks Reaction

President Bush's planto allow chil-
drenreceiving Title | services in persis-
tently poor-performing public schools
to use federal funds to attend alternative
schools drew immediate reaction from
members of Congress on both sides of
the school choice debate.

House Majority Leader Dick Armey
(R-TX) called the school choice mea-
sure “"the mostimportant clement” of the
president’s cducation package. “No
other reform has u greater potential to
improve the lives of poor children in
failing schools.” Armey said.

Rep. John Boehner (R-OH) the
newly elected chairman of the House
Education and Workforce Committee.
also defended the parent choice pro-
posal.  Following a mecting between
President Bush and the chairmen and
ranking members of the House and Sen-
ate comimittees that have initial jurisdic-
tion over the president’s plan. Boehner
said that if a school fails to improve after
three years of trving to do so. "we have
to think about the child that's involved.
Looking the other way. like we've done
over the last several decades. is criminal
behavior on the part of policymakers.”
He added that sertous steps have to be
taken “to make sure that every child has
an equal chance at a good education.”

Reacting to the same meeting. Sen.
Edward Kennedy (D-MA). ranking
member of the Senate Committee on
Health, Education. Labor. and Penstons,
praised the president for making educa-
nona strong priority.” and emphasized
what he called “overwhelming areas of
agreement and support” between Con-
gress and the administration on the topic
of education.  He noted the issues of
accountabihity, quatity tcaching. literacy.
carly Intervention.
and focusing re-
sources on children
at risk as areas
around which agree-
ment was substan-
tial. But on the mat-
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NCES Issues Report on Technology in Private Schools

Although private schools have made
significant strides in the past few years
when it comes to providing students
access to computers and the Internet,
many of them still have some distance to
go before they catch up to public schools.
A report released last month by the Na-
tional Center for Education Statistics
(NCES) describes the state of telecom-
munications in U.S. private schools and
compares those schools to their public
counterparts on various measures of tech-
nology. The ditferences are sometimes
stark.

One measure of the sophistication
of a school’s technology program is the
percentage of instructional rooms with
access to the Internet. According to the
report, which covers private school sta-
tistics for the 1998-99 school year, 25
percent of instructional rooms in private
schools that year had Internet access.
compared to 5 percent in 1995. A
separate survey by NCES showed thatin
1999, 63 percent of public school class-
rooms had computers that accessed the
Internet.

The percentage of Internet-con-
nected instructional rooms varied sig-
nificantly from sector to sector within
the private school community. Nonsec-
tarian schools were out in front with 41
percent of class-
rooms hooked up;

Students Per Instructional Computer

by private schools as an obstacle to
acquiring or using computers and ad-
vanced telecommunications. Sixty-eight
percentot schools said insufficient funds
were a major (45 percent) or moderate
(23 percent) barrier.
Surprisingly. 9 per-

Catholic schools had
27 percent; and the
NCES catchall cat-

All Public Schools
All Private Schools

cent of schools said,
ineffect. thatmoney
was not an issue.

6
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6 Yelt. despite the
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egory of “other reli- Nonsectarian
«Tvigous" schools had Catholic obvious need for
cent. . aler ot .
percen Other Religious telecommunications

The number of
students per instruc-
tional computer is another indicator of a
school’s use of technology. In 1998-99.
there were eight students for cvery in-
structional computer in U.S. private
schools, compared to six students per
computer the same vear in public schools.
The ratio of students to instructional
computers was 6-to-1 in nonsectarian
schools. 8-to-1 1n Catholic schools, and
9-to-1 in other religious schools.

Lack of money for hardware and
software purchases was cited most often

funds. only 24 per-
cent of all private
schools said they had applied for dis-
counts under the 1998 E-Rate program.
(The Catholic school application rate
was 51 percent.) Ot the schools that did
not apply for the E-Rate. half said they
had never heard of the program and a
quarter satd the application process was
oo complicated.

Computers and Advanced Telecom-
munications in U.S. Private Schools,
1998-99 is available on the NCES Web
site at http://nces.ed.gov.

Continued from page 2

ter of parent choice for Title | students.
Kennedy said directly, "We have differ-
ences.”

Compromise Possible?

Some moderate
Democrats. including Sen.
Joseph Lieberman of Con-
necticut. introduced their
ownreform package onthe
same day Bush announced
his plan. Atanewsconfer-
encetounveil the package,
Lieberman said that while
he supported voucher dem-

an acceptable compromise to the Bush
proposal. Liecberman left the door open.
saying, "Nobody's been creative enough
tomake that suggestion before thismorn-
ing.” He questioned.
however, whether there
would be enough votes
inCongress to pass such
a measure.

Sen. Evan Bayh
(D-IN) suggested Presi-
dent Bush would be
“principled and prag-
matic” with respect to
his parent choice pro-
posal. The president.

onstration programs in the
pastand would continue to
doso, he could not support
the president’s plan to use
Title 1 funds for vouchers.
But in response to a
reporter’'s question about
whether a demonstration
voucher program mightbe

CAPE Photo

John Boehner(R-OH), new
chairman of the House
Education and Workforce
Committee, at a school

choice breakfust on
Inauguration Day spon-
sored by Children First
America.

Bayh surmised. would
fight for vouchers be-
cause he believes in
them, but in the end he
would not walk away
from a voucher-free
compromise that pro-
vided most of what he
wanted.

Prestdent Bush. meanwhile. seemed
ready to fight for his proposal to give
students in failing schools the chance (o
attend a public or private school that
works. though he left himself consider-
able bargaining room. In a Saturday
morning radio address to cap his
weeklong blitz on education. the presi-
dent said. "My plan will give every
failing school a fair chance to improve,
but there will be adeadline. amoment of
truth when parents arc given better op-
tions and their children are given a way
out.” Acknowledging some “differences
of opinton” about what those options
should be. Bush said
he was “willing to
listen™ to other ap-
proaches as long as
the final package 1s
based on this prin-
cipte: “*Children and
parents who have had
only bad choices
nced better choices.™
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* With two executive orders last
month, President Bush established of-
fices in the White House and in five
government agencies, including the
Department of Education, to “coordi-
nate a national effort to expand opportu-
nities for faith-based and other commu-
nity organizations.” In announcing the
program, Bush said, "When we see so-
cial needs in America, my administra-
tion will look first at faith-based pro-
grams and community groups, which
have proven their power to save and
change lives.”

The White House Office of Faith-
Basedand Community Initiatives (White
House OFBCI) will support a govern-
ment effort “to enlist, equip, enable,
empower, andexpand” the work of faith-
based organizations and to ensure that
such organizations have the opportunity
to compete for government contracts
“on a level playing field,” according to
the executive order establishing the of-
fice. The Centers for Faith-Based and
Community Initiatives, to be established
by March 15 in the Department of Edu-
cation and four other cabinet agencies,

are supposed to coordinate efforts “to
eliminate regulatory. contracting. and
other programmatic obstacles™ to the
participation of religious and other non-
profit organizations in the provision of
social services, and to involve such or-
ganizations “'to the greatest extent pos-
sible” in department programs and ini-
tatives.

The president made clear that his
executive orders were not intended to
support the religious activities of faith-
based organizations. but only to elimi-
nate government discrimination when
they deliver social services. “Astong as
there are secularalternatives. faith-based
charities should be able to compete for
funding on an equal basis and in a man-
ner that does not cause then to sacrifice
their mission,” he said.

* School choice already exists in
everycity in America. says
Milwaukee Mayor John
Norquist. It isolates
people by race, divides
people by income, and is
“almost vicious” in its outcomes for
poor children. The choice Norquist is
talking about is what wealthy people
exercise when they move to the suburbs

baeo

Black Altiance for Educational Opfions

to avoid urban public schools.

Speaking at the National Press Club
at anews conference of members of the
Democratic Party who support school
choice. Norquist noted that the debate
about vouchers in Milwaukee 1s for all
intents and purposes over because. as he
put it. school choice works. 1s popular.
and is something parents value as part of
the package of urban amenites.

The mayor observed that the fed-
erat government and most states afready
provide assistance to help students at-
tend the public. private. or religious col-
lege of their choice. and he predicted
that support for K-12 chotce would one
day be recognized as a basic right in
Amcrica. “The natural desire of parents
to have their children succeed in school
is something diat’s very fundamental.”
he said.

The news event. entitled “Building
Strong Cites:  How
Schoot Choice Helps Pub-
lic and Private Schools.”
was sponsored by the
Black Alhiance for Educa-
tonal Options (BAEO). Moreinforma-
tion about BAEO may be found on their
Web site at:

http://www.bacoonline.org
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