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National Education Association

June 12, 2000

Issue: Reauthorization of ESEA/focus on Title I

Interview conducted in person by Jeff Berry

Basic Background

Prior Activity 

“ESEA [Elementary and Secondary Education Act]is what I like to call the mother of all education bills. It’s been around since ’65. It has 40 different programs associated with it so I hesitate to bring it up. It’s funded now at $8.5 billion. If it was fully funded it would be funded at $24 billion. I worked on it when I worked for George Miller [D-CA] when the Dems were in the majority. I worked on it when we passed it [reauthorized it] in ’93, it’s last passage. I’ve been working on it here this year. It’s a political year and everyone said it’s a ‘must-do’ bill this year. Goodling [R-PA] and Jeffords [R-VT] said that it would be on the floor by ____. However, Goodling [chair of the relevant House committee or subcommittee], decided he wanted to split the bill up into 4 separate bills. I think the idea was to try to steal the education issue back from the Democrats. By splitting it up you could have four votes on education. Now’s there’s advantages to having it all in one big bill. We even had his Republican staff call us and say, ‘can you dissuade him from doing this?’ But he’s the chair, what can you do? I mean one thing is that it’s hard to get floor time, so if you’re talking about 4 bills rather than 1, you have a problem right there in the House. Jeffords on the other hand said we’d have a bill out and on its way to the floor in January. But this has been a partisan year. You had the impeachment and then things spiraled down from there. So positions got drawn in the sand.”

“So there’s not going to be a bill this year [because of the partisanship]. And so what you do is that what gets done gets done in appropriations—and that scares me. Appropriations becomes the vehicles and that’s fine if you have the votes. But if you don’t have the votes [like us], that’s a problem. And another scary thing is that it gets caught up in the Clinton administration’s end game. It makes me nervous because we don’t know what he’ll trade.”

“The first couple of years it was hard to deal with the Clinton administration. And then you had the Republicans take over the Congress. Clinton was hard to figure out and they had some goofy proposals, like Goals 2000. Somebody said about Goals 2000, ‘Never has so little been done for so many.’ So in this Congress, there’s probably going to be something done for class size [which is good], but I’m afraid we’ll get stuck with some bad accountability stuff in exchange. Bruce Reed at the White House likes this. He’ll put it in. And last year when this happened, the Dept. of Education was clueless about it. The administration agreed to a mandate using $144 million public choice [which she was a bad decision]. But then after passage the administration said you can use it all for transportation. And this does make sense. If you’re going to have to have school choice, you need to have transportation. I mean look at what happened in Florida. Gov. Bush put school choice [into effect] but these are poor parents. They didn’t have any way of getting their kids to other schools. So we’re at that end game here. Tomorrow the labor bill is to be voted on in the House. And we’re told it’s going to pass but just barely—by about 5 votes. There will probably be something on class size; something on modernization.”

Advocacy Undertaken

Targets of Direct Lobbying

Lobbying Congress.

Lobbying Dept of Education

Electoral Support for allies (endorsements); didn’t mention contributions but that is possible. 

Targets of Grassroots Lobbying

None mentioned

Future Advocacy

Continued lobbying of Congress

Key Cong Contact

None mentioned

Coalition Partners

“The one good thing about the Republican takeover of the House is that it forced us in the education community to work together. Before that it was each organization for itself. I mean the school administrators would walk into an office. Then when they left the school boards [group] would walk in and say, ‘don’t listen to the administrators.’ There would be an agreement and then one group would say, ‘no, we didn’t agree to that.’ When the House Republicans in the 104th Congress proposed turning the money for vocational education that goes to the schools and giving it to the governors as a bloc grant, that was a wake-up call. That got us together. Now we meet in the ELSEC group.” Is that a formal name? “No, you know it means Elementary and Secondary Education group. It’s not a formal organization with dues-paying members. Rather, we just get together once a week; sometimes once every two weeks. We do letters together.” Who’s in it? “Well, you have us [NEA], the AFT [American Federation of Teachers], the elementary and secondary school principals, the American Association of School Administrators, the school boards, the state boards of education—they’re not a powerful lobby—the Council of Chief State School Officials [?].”

“Then we belong to another organization: the National Council for Public Schools. That’s organized by the PTA.”

Other participants: 

Dept of Ed; White House

Ubiquitous Arguments:

“That it’s [Title I] for children to get an excellent public education. That it raises achievement. It provides services for children: after school programs, summer programs, where there’s the need for that.”

Secondary Arguments:

“It supports teacher quality. A lot of people are surprised to learn that we’re for tightening teacher testing. We’re for it for new teachers. We’re not for it for teachers who are experienced. We say that all children deserve a high quality education.”

Targeted Arguments . . . 

[all info on arguments above]

Nature of Opposition

Is there a coalition on the other side? “There might be. What kind would you mean?” There are some conservative citizen groups, for example, that are very enthusiastic about vouchers. I don’t know of any. Maybe. Now there’s the home schoolers. And we know that they can light up the switchboards at the Capitol any time they want to. You know, we poll and the polls show vouchers on the bottom of what people want. It’s funny, we started getting calls from Republicans after they had a retreat last year. I think someone clued them in and let them know that vouchers is an inner city problem. 90% of kids go to public schools. And at the retreat someone must have emphasized that we have lots of great suburban schools. So they started talking more about public schools and less about vouchers. Republicans have told us there might be some amendments but nothing important on vouchers is coming to the floor.”

Response on obstacles: 

 “You know, not everyone is a tax expert. They don’t claim to be. But everyone has been to school. They believe that they know what’s best for education. But a lot of these legislators are in a time warp. They think schools are like they were when they were in school. You also have the problem of the a young, inexperienced staff on the Hill. 26, 27, years old. It’s not the Judiciary Committee where everyone has been to law school. When they hear a wacky proposal to do something about judges, they have a frame of reference that allows them to deal with it properly. You also have a real self-selection issue in terms of who serves on the committees. Now more Democrats want to go on the committees than there’s room for. The GOP stacks the committees with those who [are highly ideological]. It’s difficult for the committees to operate by consensus because you have these bomb throwers on the committee. This has backfired on Goodling. He’s had to have the Dems save him on things.”

“In the Senate it’s different because Jeffords is a moderate. But there you have him having to deal with Lott. Sometimes he tells us that he has to vote the wrong way. Recently he told us that on a voucher issue he had to vote the wrong way but wanted to work together with us to beat it on the floor. Sometimes it seems like Judd Gregg [R-NH] is running the committee. In the House you have the problem that by tradition education bills have come to the floor with an open rule. So when the committee kept Carolyn McCarthy [D-NY] from offering her amendment on gun control, she said to the chairman that she would instead offer her amendment on the floor. After that we heard from Republican staffers that this won’t be going to the floor. There’s the [some safe schools gun control law] so if she offers an amendment, it’s germane and has to be voted on. [The GOP doesn’t want to vote on gun control regarding schools.]

Ubiquitous Arguments/Opposition

None mentioned

Secondary Arguments/Opposition

State control rather than federal mandate

Targeted/Opposition

Nothing mentioned

Partisan

Yes.

Venue:

Congress

Action Pending/Taken

Reauthorization is now dead. Appropriation is now where policy changes will take place for this year. Her comment on this, repeated from above: “So there’s not going to be a bill this year [because of the partisanship]. And so what you do is that what gets done gets done in appropriations—and that scares me. Appropriations becomes the vehicles and that’s fine if you have the votes. But if you don’t have the votes [like us], that’s a problem. And another scary thing is that it gets caught up in the Clinton administration’s end game. It makes me nervous because we don’t know what he’ll trade.”

Policy Objectives:
NEA:
Expand support for basic elementary and secondary school education through increased funding of ESEA Title I

Opposition: Congressional Republicans would like to keep spending down, reduce power of Washington bureaucrats and give more to those at state and local level.

Advocate’s Experience:

“In college I got a BA and an MA in four years. So I was able to do my student teaching while I was in school. Then I went to law school. I clerked after that. Then I went to work here in DC for the Public Defenders Service. I created a program for _____ [something in the area of juvenile justice. I loved that part of my career. I loved working in the area of child abuse, juvenile correctional facilities. Now when you’re ready to leave that area, they’re not a lot of people [clamoring to hire you]. But I went to the Hill for George Miller [D-CA]. I did his select committee work. Then I went to work for the old Education and Labor Committee. Later I was recruited here.

Reliance on Research

 “Since this is off the record I can say that our research department [doesn’t realistically offer us what we could use on the Hill]. Our research department is composed of people who are into research for research’s sake. [They don’t understand how when we need things we need them now]. Like on a Thursday, you call up and say ‘we’re testifying on Tuesday and we need to send it up on Monday, can you have it to us by then?’, they’ll say ‘Tuesday, we can’t do that. We have something due on Wednesday.’ They just don’t get it. We can’t depend on them. I mean there was something on the Hill happening on modernization and we had this report that they were just completing. So when we asked them if we could use it, they said it wasn’t ready and they didn’t release it until months later [and by that time the opportunity was lost. That’s one thing I miss about working in Miller’s office: The Congressional Research Service. That’s the best research of all.”

“As for your other perspective [third alternative in question #5], there are a lot of people for which it [research] doesn’t matter. It doesn’t matter what the research says because they don’t get it.”

“We’re having an event here next week. There are these ____ who’ve read the research on reading and they’re going to give a presentation. It’s for House and Senate committee  staffers. We’re offering lunch. It’s the ‘if you feed them they will come philosophy.’ So we’re doing this lunch. Someone here said let’s do it 12:00 to 2:00 but I said no one will come if it’s that long, so it’s 12:00 to 1:30.”

Number of Individuals/Involved Units

50-60/3

 “I’m the manager of federal affairs. I have a colleague who’s the manager of political affairs. We have two field components, East and West. East is theoretically headquartered here, though they’re always out of the office because they’re field. The West regional office is headquartered in Denver. They work on state policy, state legislation. I have a writer who does our testimony, writes our papers.” How many people work in this section of the organization?  “About 50-60. The NEA has the culture of teachers [she said derisively]. Ask them [the people in the rest of the organization] what they do and they say ‘I read.’ If you call someone on Thursday and say, ‘Look, we’ve just been asked to testify on Tuesday and we need to have it [the testimony] up there on Monday, can you do this, they’ll say, ‘Monday! I can’t do that. I have something due on Wednesday.’ It’s a ‘you-need-it-when!’ [mentality]. They don’t understand [the urgency of this; that it’s not like the regular kind of schedules that we would all prefer]. We’re at the Hill’s mercy [we can’t plan when we would like to offer testimony]. Most of the people here are in at 8:15 and at 4:45 they’re zooming out of here. I’m up on the Hill and I’m often coming back to the office at 5:00. We do have a Communications Department and they’re closest to us in their perspective [on how Washington works].”

Advocate’s Outstanding Skills:
Her experience working on the Hill

Type of Membership

Individuals

Size

2.5 million

Age

Organization was founded in 1857.

Misc. [org reputation from question #7]

“I think a lot of them see us as an arm of the Democrats. We certainly fostered that until 1995 [when the GOP took over the House]. [People misperceive the political views of teachers], they’re one-third Democrats, one-third Independents, and one-third Republicans. In recent years we’ve reaffirmed that we’re issue driven [not party driven]. In 1994 we endorsed one Republican for Congress. In 1998, we endorsed 20 Republicans. We had consultants help us with this. [I presume she met political consultants helping with the endorsements and not organizational consultants dictating a change in image. But I didn’t ask which.] We now belong to several GOP organizations. We have a good relationship with the moderate Republicans. There are conservative Republicans who think we have horns. And there are other conservatives who’ve we’ve gone to see who said, ‘no one from your office has ever come by.’ [In other words, they’re interested in what we have to say even though they may not always agree.]. Now the Democrats aren’t so happy with this. The traditional liberals aren’t happy with this. The AFT [American Federation of Teachers] only endorses Democrats.”

NAMES:

Susan Frost, Department of Education. Ph: 401—8450. Was [or is] a special assistant to [Secretary] Riley.

Jeff Simering or Mike Casserly at Council for Great City Schools. [Simering was below Casserly]. 

Alex Nock, Minority side, House Education Committee 

