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DONNA BRAZILE

Elections matter
As the U.S. Supreme 

Court completed oral argu-
ments to determine the 
fate of the Affordable Care 
Act and health reform, 
Rep. Paul Ryan, GOP chair 
of the House Budget 
Committee, released the 
party’s blueprint for fiscal 
constraint and prosperity. 

Like his budget plan 
from last year, The Cut, 
Cap, and Balance bill that 
passed the Republican 
House last July, the new 
proposal is strong on rhet-
oric but fails to achieve its 
stated goal of “reducing 
the federal debt” and 
returning the nation to a 
path of fiscal prosperity. 

House Republican tea 
party members, despite 
their doubts, have agreed 
to support Ryan’s budget, 
meaning it will pass with-
out needing much in the 
form of bipartisan support. 
Thus, the Republican eco-
nomics will now move into 
the presidential debate. 

Voters this election year 
will have a clear choice in 
selecting the nation’s 
much-needed economic 
goals. During this unpre-
dictable and volatile cam-
paign season, candidates 
will be required to come up 
with their plan or recipe for 
fiscal growth and sustain-
ability. Election 2012 is a 
chance for the average 
American to vote their 
pocketbook. 

Democrats, who took 
control of Congress and 
the White House in the 
midst of the greatest eco-
nomic meltdown since the 
Great Depression, will 
have to remind voters that 
many of the policies enact-
ed at that time halted the 
fiscal train wreck. And now 
the country is heading 
back to economic normali-
ty, albeit with concerns 
over rising gas prices and 
the continuing worries 
about European solvency.

The Republicans, who 
have advocated deep cuts 
in federal spending, must 
show how their policies 
have given the economy a 
lift during this period when 
most Americans had to 
rely on the state or federal 
governments for food, 
health care needs and 
housing assistance.

Voters will have to make 
the effort to look beyond 
the Republican’s battle cry 
of a balanced budget (and 
stiffer cuts), to see just 
who will ultimately pay the 
price. 

Working Americans, if 
the GOP’s plan passes, will 
get fewer tax breaks while 
also bearing the lion’s 
share of the costs of bal-
ancing the budget. Ryan’s 
budget offers bread and 
water for 99 percent of the 
taxpayers, and gourmet ice 
cream for the 1 percent, 
the wealthiest Americans.

There’s too much in it to 
digest Ryan’s budget here, 
but it’s clear that most of 
the proposals are essen-
tially policies that caused 
some of the fiscal mess in 
the first place — essential-
ly, more tax cuts or tax 
breaks that will starve the 
federal treasury of the 
cash needed to bring the 
country back into balance.

Since the Affordable 
Health Care Act has been 
in the news all week while 
the U.S. Supreme Court 
heard legal arguments, 
let’s look at what Ryan 
would do with both 
Medicaid and Medicare.

— Cutting Medicaid by 
about one-third by the end 
of the decade, which, when 
combined with repeal of 
the Affordable Care Act, 
could result in 50 million 
people losing coverage, 
including people with dis-
abilities and seniors in 
nursing homes

— Ending Medicare as 
we know it by converting it 
to a voucher program in 
2022 and shifting costs and 
risk onto America’s 
seniors.  

— The non-partisan 
Center on Budget and 
Policy Priorities estimates 
that Ryan’s health care for 
seniors will result in a cut 
of 34 percent in federal 
funding to the states by 
2022.

In addition, Ryan’s plan 
will repeal the portion of 
the current law 
(Obamacare) that expands 
Medicaid. It will drop 17 
million low-income 
Americans from health 
coverage. Further, the 
Center estimates that by 
2050, federal support of 
health care for the poor, 
and for children, will be cut 
by 75 percent.

This estimate is based 
on a flaw in Ryan’s plan, 
namely, that it fails to keep 
pace with the dramatic 
increase in the numbers of 
retiring baby boomer 
seniors, and the subse-
quent costs of their health 
care.

Ryan’s privatization of 
Medicare would shift most 
funding from the federal 
government to the states 
at a time when many of 
these same states are 
unable to meet their 
Medicaid commitment.

The real, passionate 
opposition that Republican 
lawmakers have for 
Obamacare does not stem 
from any so-called 
“European experiment” 
(after all, Obamacare is 
based on the law Mitt 
Romney signed as gover-
nor of Massachusetts). 
Rather, it comes from their 
belief that the federal gov-
ernment has no place in 
forcing citizens to buy 
something they dislike or 
believe they do not need. 
We’ll see later in June if 
the majority of the justices 
see this as an overreach or 
within Congress’ broad 
powers under the com-
merce clause.

For now, the debate will 
continue over two compet-
ing philosophies of the role 
of the federal government: 
One side believes in limited 
government that mainly 
serves the top 1 percent 
versus the other vision of a 
government that looks out 
for all its citizens — espe-
cially during hard times. 

Yes, elections matter.

Donna Brazile is a 
political commentator on 
CNN, ABC and NPR, and a 
contributing columnist to 
Roll Call, the newspaper of 
Capitol Hill.
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From these schools: lifelong informed voters
According to the 

Council on Foreign 
Relations, we are experi-
encing an “education cri-
sis (that) is a national 
security crisis.” This 
includes the many 
schools that “have 
stopped teaching the sort 
of basic civics that pre-
pare students for citizen-
ship” (“Weak Schools 
Said to Imperil Security,” 
Jason Dean, The Wall 
Street Journal, March 20, 
2012).

I agree. That’s why if I 
were president — no 
chance; I’m an atheist 
pro-lifer — the first thing 
I’d do is bring back those 
vital parts of the 
Constitution that George 
W. Bush, Dick Cheney 
and Barack Obama have 
placed, they thought, in 
permanent detention.

Then I would tell the 
country in the State of 
the Union address about 
the achievements of the 
network of Democracy 
Prep public charter 
schools that accurately 
claims to be “the only 
school network working 
to close the massive civic 
education gap in 
America, which is even 
larger than the achieve-
ment gaps in English or 
math for low-income stu-
dents.”

What has happened to 
the Harlem Day Charter 
School is proof of how the 
Democracy Prep net-
work is closing that gap. 
In 2011, Democracy Prep 
took over this academi-
cally failing school — one 
of the oldest charter 
schools in New York City 
— that was about to be 
closed (democracyprep.
org/schools).

While Harlem Day’s 
replacement, Harlem 
Prep Charter School, 
hasn’t been open long 
enough to provide any 
official data, Seth 
Andrew, Democracy 
Prep’s founder and 
superintendent, praises 
these students’ rapid 
accomplishments:  
“This is not a selective 

group of kids. These are 
the exact same families 
with the exact same pov-
erty, same challenges in 
their day-to-day lives” as 
in the school it took over 
(“Eight months in, 
Bloomberg calls charter 
takeover a success,” 
Rachel Cromidas, 
gothamschools.org, 
March 7, 2012).

As for the students 
who get into Democracy 
Prep public schools, 
Andrew writes: “We 
accept all of our students 
based on a random lot-
tery (there is no test to 
enter) ... since we active-
ly recruit students with 
special needs, we serve a 
higher proportion of such 
students than do our 
neighboring traditional 
public schools in 
Harlem” (“Teaching 
America: The Case for 
Civic Education,” R&L 
Education, 2011). 

Andrew writes that 
Democracy Prep takes 
particular interest in stu-
dents who are “home-
less, low performing, and 
low-income.” 

In addition to the 
basics — reading, math, 
et al. — these kids learn 
invaluable civics skills.

Not many traditional 
schools do this, as 
described by Andrew: 
“Each Election Day, 
scholars (that’s what the 
students are called) ... 
run our all-day ‘Get Out 
the Vote Campaign,’ 
standing on busy street 
corners ... handing out 
flyers that read, ‘I CAN’T 
VOTE, BUT YOU CAN!’

“Over the past five 
years, they have encour-
aged over 50,000 Harlem 
voters to get out the 

vote.” 
And dig this: High 

school students work a 
phone bank, “calling 
homes in Harlem and 
encouraging registered 
voters to head to the 
polls. Because our schol-
ars have become knowl-
edgeable about the can-
didates and issues, they 
often end up informing 
the would-be voters 
about the candidates” — 
not in a partisan way, but 
just on what the issues 
are.

I wish that my public 
schools in Boston had 
instilled in me what 
Andrew calls a “civic atti-
tude.” My high school 
was the Boston Latin 
School, the first public 
school and oldest U.S. 
school, founded in 1635. 
One of my fellow alumni 
was Samuel Adams, 
whose Committees of 
Correspondence on key 
issues of British misrule 
were a precipitating 
cause of the American 
Revolution. 

Adams would approve 
of another Democracy 
Prep initiative to directly 
connect students with 
officials who supervise 
all public schools in their 
area. As Andrew explains 
in “Teaching America”: 

“High school students 
on Democracy Prep’s 
student council sit on the 
education committee of 
the local Community 
Board. The opportunity 
to interact with a real 
governing body turns a 
simple school assign-
ment into an exciting, 
educational exercise of 
students’ rights as citi-
zens.”

Andrew is indeed a 
perpetual student and 
scholar concerning 
schools that work. In 
finding out about 
Democracy Prep, I’ve 
become a student of his 
and his skills as a 
researcher. In “Teaching 
America,” he made me 
focus on the core mean-
ing of the “civic attitude” 
Democracy Prep culti-

vates.
This is, he writes, “the 

degree to which one 
believes in one’s ability 
to play a meaningful role 
in society. Among young 
people aged 15 to 25, 
Latinos and African-
Americans are far less 
likely than whites to 
agree with the statement 
that ‘I can make a differ-
ence in solving the prob-
lems of my community.’ 
It’s no surprise, then, 
that these minority 
groups have far lower 
rates of community 
engagement.”

From what they learn 
of American history to 
how they learn to engage 
in the problems of their 
own communities, these 
students’ education has 
badly lacked the motiva-
tion to develop a “civic 
attitude.” 

But change is afoot at 
Harlem Prep, and other 
schools like it.

Seth Andrew contin-
ues to challenge all edu-
cators in this country to 
“end civic malpractice” 
by “closing the civic 
achievement gap.” 
Teachers engaged in this 
quintessential mission 
will learn a great deal 
about why they too are 
Americans. So will the 
parents of Democracy 
Prep students who are 
making constitutional 
democracy an active 
reality rather than a 
wishful slogan.

But, most importantly, 
maybe some of these 
kids will eventually be in 
charge of school systems 
around this country, 
teaching their students 
to become proud, active 
citizens as well.
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