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Mallard Fillmore

WASHINGTON — Two of the
top news stories this past
week have revolved around

reproductive rights,
though both raise far
more troubling issues
than a woman’s right to
contraception or abor-
tion. 

e more compelling
questions concern a per-
son’s or an institution’s
freedom of conscience

and the right to act upon one’s moral
beliefs without fear of intimidation
and/or government coercion. 

Both cases — one involving the
Catholic Church and the other, Susan
G. Komen for the Cure — deal with the
ongoing conflict between the pro-life
and pro-choice camps. And both are
exposing the dangerous extent to
which some pro-choice advocates, in-
cluding the president of the United
States, are willing to tread on funda-
mental freedoms in order to impose
and secure ideological purity. 

To recap: Komen created a firestorm
with its recent decision to stop donat-
ing about $680,000 a year to Planned
Parenthood. (On Friday, Komen re-
leased a statement noting that Planned
Parenthood will be eligible for future
grants, although they won’t be guaran-
teed.) e money was supposed to be
used for breast cancer screening. Most
Planned Parenthood affiliates don't do
mammograms but refer women else-
where, sometimes reimbursing them
using Komen funds. 

Komen CEO and founder Nancy
Brinker has offered a couple of reasons
for the decision, including the prefer-
ence to directly fund mammograms,
but insists that it had nothing to do
with politics or abortion. Not everyone
is buying her varying explanations, es-
pecially critics who point to Komen’s
senior vice president for public policy,

Karen Handel, a well-known GOP pro-
lifer. A former Georgia secretary of
state, Handel lost her run for governor
in part, ironically, because pro-lifers
didn’t see her as quite pro-life enough. 

Whatever one believes about the
motivation behind its decision, the
larger point is that Komen has no bind-
ing responsibility to allocate any part
of its $93 million in grants to any or-
ganization. Komen is a nonprofit, free
agent, and the good it has performed
for millions of underserved women
around the world is staggering. 

Nevertheless, given the rabid re-
sponse from abortion-rights support-
ers, you’d think Brinker and her
organization were running puppy mills
for soup vendors. Even if their real rea-
son for ending funding is because they
no longer want to be associated with
an organization as politically contro-
versial as Planned Parenthood — or
even if because some of their potential
donors want the relationship severed
— it is inarguably their right to change
course. 

Don’t like it? Don’t run in Komen’s
fundraising races. Don’t buy a pink
blender. Give directly to Planned Par-
enthood. In fact, both organizations
have enjoyed a surge in donations
since news of the break erupted. Note
to fundraisers: Create an enemy, enjoy
a bonanza. 

On a far more serious level, Catholic
institutions are under siege by the fed-
eral government vis-a-vis the Afford-
able Care Act, which requires nearly all
employers to provide health insurance
that covers contraception, including in
some cases abortifacient drugs. e
Obama administration insists these of-
ferings are part of women’s health and
should be made easily available;
Catholics, both liberal and conserva-
tive, feel these requirements are the
edge of the wedge. 

Essentially, the new law forces them

to either forfeit their most fundamental
beliefs or face prohibitive penalties —
or close hospitals, schools and other
charities, with catastrophic conse-
quences for millions who depend on
them. For perspective, one in six pa-
tients in the U.S. is cared for in a
Catholic hospital. 

e Obama administration has
given Catholics a year to adapt to the
new rule, which is a laughably obtuse
approach. e Catholic Church is a
2,000-year-old institution that has
faced more severe persecutions than a
government mandate to provide fund-
ing for morning-after pills. But this po-
litically inept and morally fungible step
does reveal utter disregard for religious
liberty. 

e war is on. Nearly 150 bishops
(almost 80 percent of dioceses) have
spoken out against the Obama man-
date. Catholic voters, who helped put
Barack Obama in office (54 percent to
45 percent) in 2008, may not be with
him this time. Even those who sup-
ported his 2009 Notre Dame com-
mencement speech against the
protests of other powerful Catholics
are protesting now. 

ese immediate battles may be
about abortion or contraception, but
ultimately they are about whether we
stand firm on our nation’s core beliefs
in freedom of conscience and religious
liberty. 

e stakes could not be higher and,
though surely political, the endgame
shouldn’t be about Republican or
Democratic war spoils. 

e fundamental question is: Who
are we? As we individually search for
the answer, we know this much: Coer-
cion and intimidation are the tools of
mobs and tyrants and have no place in
this calculus. 

Kathleen Parker’s email address is kath-
leenparker@washpost.com. 

The cost of having a conscience 

The fear 
of federal 

college loans 
CHICAGO — If you’re not intimately

familiar with the terrifying phrase
“February is FAFSA time,” then you

don’t have college-age kids. Or
you’re wealthy enough to be
unencumbered by the gut-
wrenching process of filling out
the dreaded Free Application
for Federal Student Aid, the
gateway to federal and state
student grants, work-study and
loans for college. 

ough students can file the
FAFSA for the upcoming fall semester until
June 30, February is crunch time. College-
access organizations across the country are
exerting their most strenuous efforts right
now to encourage middle- and low-income
families, just now receiving W2 and other
forms in the mail, to file their income tax re-
turns and immediately fill out the FAFSA
form for priority consideration. 

It is a tremendously difficult endeavor.
Fear of confronting family finances head-on
keeps many people from dealing with their
tax matters until the very last minute. And
intense anxiety about whether a family will
qualify for the necessary aid to pay for that
first — or next, or last — year of college just
causes some people to shut down altogether.
More and more are simply taking a danger-
ous pass on federal loans. 

Instead, the percentage of African-Ameri-
can undergraduates who took out private
loans to pay for college quadrupled between
the 2003-04 and 2007-08 academic school
years, according to “Critical Choices: How
Colleges Can Help Students and Families
Make Better Decisions about Private Loans.”
is report, released last summer by the
Project on Student Debt at the Institute for
College Access & Success, outlined how col-
lege financial aid offices can play a signifi-
cant role in reducing their students’ reliance
on private loans — through proactive coun-
seling to inform students of the differences
between federal and alternative, more risky,
private loans. 

Latino undergrads — who along with
Asian and other immigrant families have tra-
ditionally shied away from borrowing be-
cause of cultural attitudes about carrying
debt — more than doubled their reliance on
private loans during the same time period.   

Among all races and ethnicities, the per-
centage of undergraduates with private
loans — used at all types of schools from
community colleges to private universities
and for-profit institutions — jumped nine
points, for a total of nearly 3 million borrow-
ers and a loan volume of $17.1 billion at the
end of the 2007-08 school year. 

is is a huge deal. 
Compared to federal loans, private stu-

dent loans are one of the riskiest ways to pay
for college, tantamount to using a credit
card. With uncapped, variable interest rates
and origination fees, they usually end up
costing the neediest students — and their
co-signing families — the most. In 2010, the
Student Lending Analytics blog estimated
that, based on loans made in the 2004-07 pe-
riod, 360,000 to 540,000 borrowers will end
up defaulting on a total of more than $5 bil-
lion in subprime private student loans that
can’t be discharged through bankruptcy. 

Federal loans, with their fixed, lower inter-
est rates, no pre-payment penalties and
built-in mechanisms for avoiding default by
taking employment status into account, are
better in myriad ways. Yet students are in-
creasingly turning to private rather than fed-
eral loans and grants. ough it seems
counterintuitive, private loans promoted
with a “three-minute application” and teaser
rate can seem an appealing alternative to an
overwhelmed or intimidated family that
fears filling out the FAFSA and taking a
chance with the government. 

Unlike college-savvy, upper-middle-in-
come families, those with lower incomes are
the least likely to have ever heard about
need-based federal or state aid programs.
According to a 2010 survey by the College
Board Advocacy & Policy Center, there was
less awareness of the federal Pell Grant pro-
gram — funds that don’t need to be repaid
— among lower-income, Latino, and less-
educated parents than among other groups.
Only 44 percent of Hispanics were aware of
Pell Grants, compared to 81 percent of Cau-
casians and 82 percent of African-Ameri-
cans. 

Parents of all races and ethnicities, across
income and educational attainment levels,
feel the federal financial aid system is too
complicated. For many families, the applica-
tion process is too reliant on a computer and
Internet connection. And immigrant families
face language barriers and the fear of provid-
ing information to the government, regard-
less of legal status. 

In a perfect world, President Obama’s lat-
est attempts to make college affordable
would begin with tackling this perfect storm
that leads vulnerable parents and students to
make disastrous college-financing choices.
Until then, parents should know that filling
out the FAFSA may be painful but the alter-
natives are by far too costly. 

Esther Cepeda’s email address is estherj-
cepeda@washpost.com. 
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letters:
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news.com and should
be kept to a maximum
of 350 words.

High school dropout 
bill is too weak

For the past three sessions of the
Kentucky General Assembly, bills
that would raise the minimum

dropout age from 16 to 18 have been ap-
proved by the Kentucky House of Repre-
sentatives by wide bipartisan margins
only to die in the Senate without even a
vote.

Now the Senate Education Committee
has unanimously approved a dropout bill
hailed as an alternative to the House bill,
but it does not go nearly far enough. It is a
halfway measure that would have only a
limited effect on preventing teenagers
from quitting high school before gradua-
tion and virtually assuring themselves of

lives on the lowest rungs of the economic
ladder. 

e Senate bill sponsored by Republi-
can Sen. Jack Westwood of Erlanger
would give local school districts the op-
tion of raising the minimum dropout age
to 18. We could just imagine what that
would do.

Good school districts like Ashland and
Russell that already have low dropout
rates likely would raise the mandatory at-
tendance age to 18, while districts in rural
areas where more than half of adults do
not currently possess a high school de-
gree would not change the status quo.
Under Westwood’s bill, the poor perform-
ing student in a district that has approved
the higher dropout age would simply
move to the district where he or she can
drop out at 16. What would that accom-
plish?

What is there to compromise? As we
have stated previously, raising the
dropout age from 16 to 18 should be a no
brainer. A woefully undereducated adult
population already is a major obstacle to
economic growth in this state, and with
virtually all jobs requiring at least a high
school degree, the problem is getting
worse. Simply put, Kentucky cannot af-
ford another generation of young people
who lack the minimum skills for all but
the lowest paying jobs.

e repeated refusal of the Republi-
can-controlled Senate to raise the
dropout age is a mystery to us. Kentucky
needs more college graduates to success-
fully compete in the global economy, but
it can’t achieve that as long as this state
allows so many young people to quit
school.

The Independent, Ashland, Feb. 6


