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Issue: Parents’ Right to Know

Interviewee: Mike Schwartz, VP, Government Relations

Organization: Concerned Women for America (CWA)
Advocate #: 94-02

Date of Interview: August 14, 2001

Basic Background: MS gave a detailed history of how the more narrow “Parents’ Right to Know” amendment evolved out of earlier pro-family efforts in Congress.  In the 104th Congress, the issue of parental consent for student health care started as one part of Representative Steve Largent’s “big pro-family bill” (he was not more specific about what other issues were included in that legislation when probed).  MS only explained that the Largent bill was not successful.  In the 105th, MS worked for Representative Tiahrt as Executive Director of the Congressional Family Caucus, which Tiahrt chaired.  MS convinced Rep. Tiahrt to introduce only the parental consent portion of Representative Largent’s bill as “The Parental Freedom of Information Act.”  Again, the legislation was not successful.  In the 106th Congress, MS said Rep. Tiahrt reintroduced the legislation, but that no progress was made to his knowledge because Congress’ attention was on the Clinton scandal.  In the 107th, Rep. Tiahrt approached MS and suggested introducing the legislation as an amendment to the Labor-HHS Appropriations bill.  Then, without consulting conservative groups, MS said that Rep. Tiahrt on his own offered amendment and convinced Rules Committee to include it among 50 or so amendments to HR 1 (of 150 or so proposed).  MS said the fact that Rep. Tiahrt actively pursued this issue in the education bill without asking for support from relevant groups showed his determination to address the issue of parental consent.  MS and other groups did not know it would be up for vote because attentive to other issues within bill, but he said that they were pleased that it passed by voice vote after only Tiahrt spoke in support.  Now, they have made the parental consent issue a priority during the conference negotiations and have urged the White House to fully support it.  If the White House does not support it during HR 1 negotiations, then they still plan to use the Labor-HHS bill as a vehicle.   He also explained that now that the amendment was included in the House version of HR 1, they would be willing to withdraw the HR 1 amendment if the Bush Administration “guarantee support during appropriations.”

Prior Activity on the Issue: 

· Drafted legislation

· Raised issue with coalition of conservative groups

Advocacy Activities Undertaken: 

· In 107th Congress, MS has primarily counseled Representative Tiahrt on strategy rather than convincing him to bring attention to it, offer legislation/amendments, etc.

· In 105th, MS drafted the legislation and convinced conservative members of Congress to cosponsor or support the “Parental Freedom of Information Act”

· In the 104th and 105th, MS drafted legislative language of the Largent and Tiahrt bills

· Raised awareness for this issue among coalition of conservative organizations

Future Advocacy Activities Planned: 

· Contact conferees via letter and follow-up phone call

· Meet with White House and Department of Education staff

· Grassroots campaign to encourage supporters to contact members (especially in conferee states and districts)

· Continue to work with Congressman Tiahrt’s office 

· Follow progress of conference committee

· If necessary, propose amendment to Labor-HHS Appropriations bill

Key Congressional Contacts/Champions: 

· Representative Todd Tiahrt (Jeff Kahrs, Chief of Staff/Counsel)

· Representative Lindsey Gramm

· Representative Steve Largent

Targets of Direct Lobbying: 

· HR 1 conference committee members

· Congressional Family Caucus members

Targets of Grassroots Lobbying: There grassroots strategy consists of MS discussing the parental consent on CWA’s daily, recorded radio program (that reaches 40 markets, including DC), advertising on their website, and including it as a priority issue in their bi-monthly newsletter to members.  All CWA members are urged to ask their senators and representatives to support the Tiahrt amendment.  MS also said they are “concentrating especially in districts and states with conference committee members.”
Coalition Partners (Names/participants):  MS described the coalition of several “pro- family” groups that meets usually weekly.  MS said, “We try to generate an overlapping agenda…If [we] disagree [on an issue], then we it goes on our priority list rather than taking a position.”  For the “Parents Right to Know” amendment, MS has taken lead because Congressman Tiahrt took a personal, active role and he has a good, close relationship with MS.  So, CWA and Tiahrt are major participants for this perspective.  The main coalition members include: 

· Family Research Council

· Christian Coalition

· Eagle Forum

· Traditional Values Council 

Two organizations support the Tiahrt amendment, but tend not to get too involved because the target of the regulation is the public school system, not private schools:

· American Association of Christian Schools

· Home School Legal Defense Fund

Other Participants in the Issue Debate: 

· MS described “Education Establishment” as being against the amendment.  When probed he said the education establishment consisted of the American Association of School Boards, school chief executive groups, teachers unions, and private standardized testing companies.  MS was not more specific.

Ubiquitous Arguments and Evidence: 

· “Simple.  Parents have a right to know…  Teachers want parents to be involved in their child’s education, but parents can’t find out what is being taught to their children.”

· “…[information] must be made transparent to parents.”

· “Schools exist to serve families.”

· “Public schools should not be keeping secrets from parents.”

Secondary Arguments and Evidence:  MS did not say they had a secondary argument, but did explicitly mention that their “right to know [argument] is enough.”  He said, “nobody’s gonna come out publicly and say ‘I don’t think parents have a right to know.’ ”  

Targeted Arguments, Targets, and Evidence: none mentioned

Nature of the Opposition: MS said that he was not aware that any group or member had come out publicly against the Tiahrt amendment.  He said, “I heard rumors that Kennedy did not like it, but that it was not a make-or-break issue for him.”  Also, he said the main impediment in the past, especially in the House Education Committee, was that “nobody on the committee’s necessarily against it, but they don’t want to fight the education establishment…so they let it die by inattention.”

Ubiquitous Arguments and Evidence of the Opposition: none.  He claimed there was no public, stated opposing argument—only lack of attention.

Secondary Arguments and Evidence of the Opposition: none

Targeted Arguments, Targets, and Evidence of the Opposition: none

Described as a Partisan Issue:  He did not describe it as a partisan issue, but he framed it more as a “conservative, family-values” issue and mentioned prominent conservative Republican members as supporters.

Venues of Activity: 

· House Rules Committee: amendment was included in the closed rule for HR 1 debate

· House floor: amendment was offered and passed by voice vote

· HR 1 Conference Committee

· Labor-HHS Appropriations Subcommittee

Action Pending or Taken by Relevant Decision Makers: MS said the HR 1 conference committee planned to meet early September; and that he anticipated a final conference report by mid-September so President can sign a “Back to School” bill.

Policy Objectives and Support for/Opposition to the Status Quo: The policy objective is to require that schools obtain informed, written parental consent before performing any non-emergency health care service for students in public schools.  Otherwise, the school would not be eligible for federal Elementary and Special Education funding.

Advocate’s Experience: Tenure in Current Job/Previous Experience: 

· MS said he has “25 years of advocacy experience.”

· Executive Director, Congressional Family Caucus (5 years)

· Started with CWA this year, but did not say when

Reliance on Research: In-house/External: forgot to ask during interview

Number of Individuals Involved in Advocacy: 3 (MS is VP, Govt Rels, plus 2 lobbyist, one for each house of congress, plus Bevely LaHaye, Chmn and Founder, as spokesperson)

Units in Organization Involved in Public Affairs/Policy: 1

Advocate’s Outstanding Skills/Assets: Background in family issues, relationships with pro-family members, nearly 25 years of advocate service.

Type of Membership (None, Institution, Individuals, Both): both institutions and individuals.  MS said the CWA has 3 main constituencies: individual donors (solicited with direct mailings shared among groups in coalition), has state chapters and prayer groups, and a radio audience.

Membership Size:
· Over 600,000 individual donors

· 27 state chapters

· 500 prayer chapters

Organizational Age: founded 1977

Miscellaneous: none

