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[bookmark: _Toc166832782]Online Safety Legislation Gaining Traction
Senators are surveying support for a package of online safety bills this week, known as “hotlining,” with the hope of bringing the legislation to the full Senate for a vote in the coming days or weeks.  The package consists of three bills, the Kids Online Safety Act, the Kids Off Social Media Act, and the Children and Teens Online Privacy Protection Act, which reauthorizes a 1998 online privacy bill known as COPPA. 
The Kids Online Safety Act would require online platforms to take reasonable measures to prevent harm that could arise from use of those platforms by children, such as cyberbullying, as well as protect minors’ personal information.  The Kids Off Social Media Act would prohibit companies from allowing children that it knows are under 13 years of age from creating or maintaining an account or profile for any of its online platforms and also includes privacy and data protection requirements for minors.  Finally, the Children and Teens Online Privacy Protection Act, which is being referred to as COPPA 2.0, clarifies when online websites or other online service operators would be required to obtain parental consent before collecting personal information from children.  COPPA 2.0 would also require schools to ensure any educational technology companies they contract with have adequate privacy safeguards in place for students.
While all three bills have bipartisan support, the Kids Online Safety Act has significant bipartisan support, with 68 Republican and Democratic senators co-sponsoring the bill, which was introduced by Senator Richard Blumenthal (D-CT) last year.  However, at least one Democratic senator is concerned about the impact the legislation could have on restricting access to LGBTQ+ content online.
An exact timeline for consideration on the Senate floor is unclear. 
Resources: 
Rebecca Kern, “Senate starts hotlines for kids online safety, privacy bills,” Politico, May 10, 2024.
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[bookmark: _Toc166832783]ED Encourages States to Use Federal Funds for Prison Programs
The U.S. Department of Education’s Office of Career, Technical, and Adult Education (OCTAE) issued a memo earlier this month urging States and local governments to use federal grant funds to support both basic education, high school, and post-secondary programs in correctional facilities.  OCTAE outlines the ways that federal funds under the Carl D. Perkins Career and Technical Education Act (Perkins V) and the Adult Education and Family Literacy Act (AEFLA) can be used for these programs and allow more students to benefit from expanded Pell Grant eligibility. 
The FAFSA Simplification Act, passed in 2020, restored Pell grant eligibility for incarcerated students in approved prison education programs beginning in July of 2023.  However, some States have noted that the program approval process has been slow, with one program waiting five months for approval. 
Despite the delay, OCTAE’s memo stresses the importance of investing in prison programs.  OCTAE states that education programs are critical to address recidivism rates, with post-secondary education programs resulting in a 48 percent lower risk of recidivism.  The memo also cites research finding that “for every dollar invested in correctional education programs, taxpayers save four to five dollars from lowered recidivism rates.”  
Yet, OCTAE says that most States are not fully utilizing the many funding streams available to support educating incarcerated students.  Perkins V authorizes States to allocate up to 2 percent of their allocation for State leadership activities to serve those in institutions, including correctional institutions.  However, only five States have used the full two percent.  Under AEFLA, States can award 16.5 percent of their total allocation to these programs, but an average of only 4.2 percent is spent on them, and no State spends all of the full 16.5 percent on prison education programs. 
OCTAE urges States and local governments to consider using Perkins V funds to create and grow prison education programs but ensure that the funds are used to supplement and not supplant non-federal resources.  Under AEFLA, funds can be used for adult education activities and workforce preparation for a specific occupation. 
The memo is part of the administration’s effort to promote educational access for underserved populations and OCTAE encourages taking a holistic approach to developing programs for incarcerated students to allow for reentry into the workforce.  
The full memo can be found here. 
Resources: 
Lexi Lonas, “Prison education programs ready to expand, but new Pell Grants slow to arrive,” The Hill, May 6, 2024. 
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[bookmark: _Toc166832785]White House Releases Fact Sheet on Chronic Absenteeism
The White House released a fact sheet following a summit this week highlighting ways for State and local leaders to reduce chronic absenteeism.  The fact sheet highlights action the U.S. Department of Education has already taken, as well as planned initiatives. 
The Biden administration is urging States and school districts to collect and use data on school attendance and plans to incorporate attendance data into existing federal reporting and surveys, such as through the National Center for Education Statistics School Pulse Panel.  In addition, the fact sheet highlights existing and new resources from ED and the Institute of Education Sciences to support States and school districts in using data to address attendance issues.  The fact sheet also announces two new resources addressing absenteeism, including a fact sheet on “Bolstering Student Attendance, Engagement, and Success Through Career-Connected Learning” and a yet-to-be-released resource on transportation to improve student attendance, which is often a barrier.
The administration also emphasizes federal funding opportunities to address attendance, including an Education Innovation and Research grant that is currently accepting applications and will provide funding “to create, develop, implement, and replicate evidence-based solutions that accelerate student achievement, including those designed to reduce chronic absenteeism and increase student engagement.”  ED will also open application periods for two other federal grants that can support chronic absenteeism reduction efforts soon – the Stronger Connections Technical Assistance and Capacity Building grant and the Promise Neighborhoods grant.  
The administration’s fact sheet, which provides access to a number of resources, is available here. 
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[bookmark: _Toc166832787]GAO Says Title IX Oversight Too Lax
In a report issued last month, the U.S. Government Accountability Office (GAO) criticized the U.S. Department of Education (ED) and what it considered insufficient enforcement of Title IX of the Education Amendments of 1972 when it comes to college athletics.
The report notes that it is ED’s responsibility to enforce Title IX and ensure that schools and colleges are meeting the requirements of the law.  ED’s Office for Civil Rights (OCR) uses data on athletics scholarships and participation to help select colleges for some athletics reviews it conducts.  However, GAO noted data which show that the athletic participation rate for women overall was 14 percentage points lower than college enrollment rates in 2021-2022, and that the number of women’s sports offered at many colleges had actually decreased in the last ten years.  GAO argued that given these numbers OCR should be conducting a greater number of investigations to ensure that all students have equitable opportunities to participate in athletics programs.
In reviewing 26 cases where OCR obtained agreements from colleges to address compliance issues, GAO found significant delays in responding to those complaints.  In 10 of the cases, ED took more than a year to review and approve college plans for improving their Title IX policies and procedures.  In five cases, OCR did not communicate to colleges about their plans for five years or more.  OCR does not require staff to create or record due dates for responding to colleges they monitor, and that information is often not entered into OCR’s management system.  Given these shortfalls, GAO recommends that OCR improve its oversight and monitoring policies, establishing timeliness goals, and expand the use of data for oversight.
Funding for OCR and Title IX investigations has been a controversial issue in Congress as ED has recently published new regulations on discrimination under Title IX which indicate that schools and colleges must accommodate transgender students in locker rooms or bathrooms that align with their gender identity.  A rule specific to discrimination in athletics was published in draft form last year and ED has said it plans to issue that rule soon.
The full GAO report is available here.
Author: JCM
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