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SCHOOLS
Florida
After the Florida legislature changed 
state law to allow any resident to chal-
lenge their school district’s textbooks 
and curricula and get a hearing before 
an outside mediator, The Associated 
Press attempted to gauge the effect. 
The AP filed public records requests 
with Florida’s 67 countywide school 
districts, seeking all challenges since 
January 1, 2017. Seven districts re-
ported at least one challenge.

Under the new version of the Flor-
ida law, the mediator advises the local 
school board, and the board’s decision 
is final. Previously, challenges could 
only be made by parents to the school 
or district. There was also no media-
tor and fewer mandates. Districts must 
now also post online a list of all new 
books and material by grade level, to 
make monitoring easier.

The Florida Citizens’ Alliance, a 
conservative group, pushed for the 
change, arguing that many districts 
ignored challenges or heard them 
with stacked committees, and didn’t 
consider residents who don’t have 
children in the schools. Its mem-
bers say boards rejected complaints 
over sexually explicit novels like Toni 
Morrison’s The Bluest Eye being is-
sued to middle school students. They 
also don’t believe evolution and global 
warming should be taught without 
students hearing counterarguments.

Keith Flaugh, a managing director 
of the alliance, said schools are using 
pornographic materials and textbooks 
that “totally distort our founding val-
ues and principles. They are teaching 
our kids socialism versus free markets. 
They are teaching our kids that the 
government is our nanny, the gov-
ernment is supposed to protect them.” 
He also said children receive a biased 

presentation against freedom of reli-
gion and gun rights.

Brandon Haught, spokesman for 
Florida Citizens for Science, which 
opposed the bill, said his group is pre-
pared to fight any challenges made 
against the teaching of evolution and 
climate change, which nearly all bi-
ologists and climatologists agree are 
proven facts. Haught, a high school 
environmental science teacher, said he 
is surprised social studies and English 
teachers have not formed similar coa-
litions to defend their courses.

“The alliance is pushing their nar-
row ideology on the public schools in 
any way they can, and so far they’re 
meeting with success. I can’t speak for 
the other academic subjects they’re 
targeting, but I know beyond a doubt 
that their ideology when it comes to 
science is grossly ignorant and doesn’t 
belong anywhere near a classroom,” 
Haught said.

Broward County Superintendent 
Robert Runcie, who is president of the 
state superintendents association, said 
the changes, which took effect July 1, 
are “cumbersome.” Districts have al-
ways encouraged parents and residents 
to voice concerns about materials and 
curricula, he said, and the mediator 
is an unnecessary step. The new law 
“creates a level of bureaucratic hurdle 
that could be disruptive to some good 
processes that are already in place,” he 
said.

In challenges reported to the AP, 
some challengers think public schools 
use biased history textbooks, while 
others believe they push literature 
that’s too sexually explicit. Some as-
sert the danger posed by Muslim ter-
rorists is underexposed.

The AP listed a number of “notable 
complaints,” including the following:

In Brevard County, home of the 
Kennedy Space Center, a Citizens’ 

Alliance couple filed challenges 
against elementary school social stud-
ies textbooks, alleging each has doz-
ens of inaccuracies. They say authors 
frequently ignore American excep-
tionalism and the books’ assertion that 
global warming is caused by human 
activity is “blatant indoctrination.” 
The district says no changes were 
made.

In Santa Rosa County, in the west-
ern Panhandle, a parent wants to ban 
Ray Bradbury’s 1953 novel Fahrenheit 
451, which Bradbury wrote as a cau-
tionary tale on the banning of books, 
because the parent found profanity and 
violence in the book. [For more details 
on this challenge, see page 75.]

In Nassau County, north of Jack-
sonville, a resident challenged the 
teaching of evolution, arguing that life 
was created and perhaps planted by 
space aliens. A hearing was held and 
the mediator is preparing a report.

In Seminole County, north of 
Orlando, two parents complained 
that a middle school ancient history 
textbook had no chapter on Islamic 
civilization while mentioning Chris-
tianity, Judaism, Buddhism and Hin-
duism. The district replied that Islam 
was emerging during the timeframe 
taught and is covered in 10th grade.

In Duval County, which covers 
Jacksonville, the parent of a sixth-
grade girl complained that an assigned 
novel, Bad Boy by Walter Dean My-
ers, is too explicit for that age group 
because it uses “penis” and a ho-
mophobic slur. The parent also crit-
icized its description of heroin use, 
gang violence and the protagonist’s 
questioning of religion. The district 
agreed to warn parents before it is as-
signed. Reported in: Associated Press, 
November 26.
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COLLEGES AND 
UNIVERSITIES
Berkeley, California; New 
Haven, Connecticut; 
Chicago, Illinois, Columbia, 
Missouri; Middlebury, 
Vermont
Free speech on campus, and attempts 
to block unpopular speakers, was a re-
cent Cover Story on CBS-TV’s “Sun-
day Morning” news magazine. CBS 
said, “A war of words is raging on 
many a college campus . . . a debate in 
which the right of free speech itself is 
under fire.” CBS reporter Rita Braver 
offered a number of examples.

At Yale University in New Hav-
en, Connecticut, a faculty member 
was yelled at by students, because 
his wife (also a Yale instructor) had 
suggested students should be free to 
wear any Halloween costume they 
choose, even if slightly offensive. A 
month later, the teacher resigned.

At the University of Missouri 
in Columbia, students and faculty 
members tried to stop a student re-
porter from covering their protest. 
“This is a First Amendment that 
protects your right to stand here, and 
protects mine!” the photographer 
said. At the University of California 
at Berkeley, when conservative com-
mentator Ben Shapiro showed up to 
speak, there were multiple arrests. 
The school was on virtual lock-
down, and more than half a million 
dollars was spent on security. Also at 
Berkeley, students wanted comedian 
Bill Maher to cancel his commence-
ment address, in part because he had 
made jokes about Islam.

“Whoever told you, you only 
had to hear what didn’t upset you?” 
Maher quipped. But at campus-
es around the country, Braver said, 
some speakers were dis-invited, or 
simply backed out in the face of stu-
dent opposition, such as former Sec-
retary of State Condoleezza Rice, 

head of the International Monetary 
Fund Christine Lagarde, and the 
rapper and actor Common.

President Barack Obama has 
commented on the trend. In Sep-
tember 2015, speaking to young 
people in Des Moines, Iowa, he said, 
“I’ve heard some college campus-
es where they don’t want to have a 
guest speaker who, you know, is too 
conservative. Or they don’t want to 
read a book if it has language that 
is offensive to African Americans. 
Or somehow sends a demeaning 
signal towards women . . . I don’t 
agree with that, that you as stu-
dents at colleges have to be coddled 
and protected from different points 
of view.” Some of the protests are in 
reaction to deliberately provocative 
figures, like white nationalist Richard 
Spencer. But what happens when the 
speaker says he is just reporting on his 
academic research?

“I think what I’m saying is im-
portant for college kids to hear,” said 
Charles Murray, a libertarian political 
scientist with the American Enter-
prise Institute. His 2012 book Com-
ing Apart explores the growing divide 
between rich and poor white Ameri-
cans. “Most of my lectures are going 
after them as members of a new elite 
that [is] out of touch with mainstream 
America,” Murray said. But when he 
came to talk about it at Middlebury 
College in Vermont last March, 
there were protests, as chanting and 
yelling students shouted him down. 
Phil Hoxie, a member of the stu-
dent wing of the American Enter-
prise Institute, helped bring Murray 
to campus. He told Braver he knew 
that Murray would be controver-
sial: “It wasn’t a surprise to us that 
some people might not like The Bell 
Curve. But we were not at all hoping 
that he would discuss The Bell Curve. 
We were hoping that he would give 
a lecture on Coming Apart.”

The Bell Curve is a previous book 
of Murray’s which suggested race may 
play a part in determining intelli-
gence, and asserted that blacks do less 
well than whites on IQ tests. That 
set off a firestorm when it was pub-
lished in 1994—a firestorm reignited 
at Middlebury.

Murray was set to be interviewed 
by political science professor Allison 
Stanger. But seconds after they took 
the stage, students drowned them out 
with a tirade of shouts. “We really lost 
an education opportunity,” Stanger 
told Braver.

“We didn’t actually prevent him 
from speaking,” said student Liz 
Dunn. “He still wrote plenty of ar-
ticles before and after the talk. It was 
just saying in this specific time on this 
specific stage, we’re sending you a 
message that we do not support your 
ideals.”

Students like Dunn insist that just 
letting someone like Murray be heard 
increases the likelihood of violence 
against minorities. In fact, Murray’s 
appearance did result in violence, of a 
different kind. When professor Stan-
ger was escorting Murray out, they 
were attacked by a mob that included 
outside activists, and she was left with 
a concussion and whiplash. Ironi-
cally, Stanger was selected to mod-
erate the event because she was seen 
as a respected professor with liberal 
credentials.

“I actually went back and reviewed 
The Bell Curve and prepared real-
ly tough questions that I never really 
got to ask in front of an audience that 
was listening,” she told Braver. “It was 
this real group-think mob mentali-
ty where people weren’t reading and 
thinking for themselves, but rather 
relying on other people to tell them 
what to think.”

And it isn’t just Middlebury; Mur-
ray was shouted down at the Universi-
ty of Michigan this past fall as well.
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Braver asked, “What do you think 
is different [on college campuses]? 
Have students changed?”

“Well, the identity politics is way 
more intense,” Murray replied. “You 
are getting this, ‘You can’t talk to me 
about any of my life experiences be-
cause you aren’t a woman, and you 
aren’t black, or you aren’t poor,’ and 
therefore it’s almost as if they’re saying 
we have no common humanity.”

In fact, some critics say too many 
college campuses today aren’t places 
for a civil exchange of ideas, but an 
intolerant world of political correct-
ness. A recent Gallup poll finds that 
54 percent of college students say peo-
ple on campus are afraid to say what 
they believe.

And if you visit a campus these 
days, Braver said, you may feel like 
you need a dictionary for a whole 
new set of phrases . . . terms like “safe 
space” (a place where students can go 
where they won’t be exposed to topics 
that make them uncomfortable), or 
“trigger warnings” (when a professor 
cautions students that upcoming ma-
terial could be distressing).

But now, there are some signs of a 
backlash. Robert Zimmer, president 
of the University of Chicago, told 
Braver, “Discomfort is an intrinsic 
part of an education.”

Last school year, the university sent 
a letter to incoming freshman that 
said, in part:

“We do not support so-called 
‘trigger warnings,’ we do not cancel 
invited speakers because their topics 
might prove controversial, and we do 
not condone the creation of intellec-
tual ‘safe spaces’ where individuals can 
retreat from ideas and perspectives at 
odds with their own.”

Braver asked, “Why did the uni-
versity have to put out a letter like 
that in the first place?”

“Part of the way we operate is that 
we’re a place where there’s constant 

open discourse, constant expression 
and constant argument,” Zimmer re-
plied. Reported in: www.cbsnews 
.com, January 21.

NET NEUTRALITY
Now that the Federal Communica-
tions Commission has rolled back “net 
neutrality” rules, what’s next? With 
new appointees by President Trump, 
the FCC voted on December 14 to 
end rules that had been instituted in 
2015, during the administration of 
President Obama, which had prevent-
ed internet service providers (ISPs) 
from discriminating against web con-
tent or from creating separate internet 
fast and slow lanes.

To try to change the new policy, 
a number of lawsuits are challenging 
the FCC. Other changes may come 
if Congress takes on the issue of net 
neutrality through legislation. Some 
states are making their own attempts 
to enforce net neutrality. And some 
cities may create their own internet 
networks.

To learn what might happen under 
the new FCC policy, the Associat-
ed Press queried seven major internet 
providers about their post-net-neu-
trality plans. The AP summary of 
the current situation said that with 
the repeal of net neutrality, it may be 
time to brace for the arrival of inter-
net “fast lanes” and “slow lanes.” The 
2015 net neutrality rules prohibited 
such “paid prioritization,” as it’s tech-
nically known. That’s when an ISP 
such as Verizon or Comcast decides to 
charge services like YouTube or Am-
azon for faster access to users. Firms 
that decline to pay up could wind up 
in low priority slow lanes.

The Associated Press said all of 
the ISPs it contacted “equivocat-
ed” when asked if they might estab-
lish fast and slow lanes. None of the 
seven companies—AT&T, Charter, 
Comcast, Cox, Sprint and T-Mobile, 

Verizon—would rule out the possi-
bility. Most merely said they had “no 
plans” for paid prioritization, and a 
few declined to answer the question 
at all.

By contrast, several of these firms 
promised not to block or slow down 
specific internet sites and services, 
two other practices prohibited by 
the expiring net-neutrality rules. 
(Those rules won’t formally end un-
til sometime in early 2018.) Any such 
move could set off a public uproar 
and might even trigger an antitrust 
investigation.

Here are the net-neutrality promis-
es from the country’s biggest wireless 
and cable companies.

●● AT&T—Fast lanes? No specific re-
sponse. Block or slow down sites? Says 
it “will not” do so.

●● Charter—Fast lanes? Says there are 
no plans to create them. Block or slow 
down sites? Says it doesn’t do so and 
has “no plans” to change that.

●● Comcast—Fast lanes? Has “no 
plans” to create them. Block or slow 
down sites? Says it “will not” do so.

●● Cox—Fast lanes? Does not plan to 
create them. Block or slow down sites? 
Says it doesn’t do so and has no 
plans to.

●● Sprint—Fast lanes? No specific re-
sponse. Block or slow down sites? Says 
it doesn’t block sites, but declined to 
address the future.

●● T-Mobile—Fast lanes? No response 
about future plans. Block or slow 
down sites? No response about future 
plans.

●● Verizon—Fast lanes? No specific 
response. Block or slow down sites? 
Says it doesn’t do so, but declined to 
address the future.

Meanwhile, attorneys general from 
21 states have sued to block the feder-
al changes to the Obama-era inter-
net rules that had barred ISPs from 

https://news.uchicago.edu/sites/default/files/attachments/Dear_Class_of_2020_Students.pdf
https://news.uchicago.edu/sites/default/files/attachments/Dear_Class_of_2020_Students.pdf
http://www.cbsnews.com
http://www.cbsnews.com
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interfering with internet traffic and 
favoring their own sites and apps.

At the same time, several states 
have introduced bills to protect net 
neutrality, even though the FCC’s or-
der bars state laws from contradicting 
the federal government’s approach.

For example, in New Mexico, two 
Democratic state lawmakers in late 
January proposed consumer protec-
tion legislation for internet users in 
the state. State Senator Howie Mo-
rales of Silver City and Representative 
Bill McCamley of Mesilla Park said 
that their bill would prohibit paid pri-
oritization of internet traffic as an un-
fair and deceptive trade practice under 
the state’s Unfair Practices Act, and 
provide funding to state prosecutors 
for enforcement. They say the legis-
lation would protect small businesses, 
schools and families from price goug-
ing and unequal internet access.

And will Congress take action? 
Even one of the ISPs has raised that 
possibility.

AT&T is calling on Congress to 
pass a net neutrality law that would 
cover not only ISPs but also platforms 
like Facebook and Google. The tele-
com giant took out full-page ads in 
major newspapers including the New 
York Times and the Washington Post on 
January 24, calling for an “internet 
bill of rights.”

In the ad, AT&T CEO Randall 
Stephenson wrote, “Legislation would 
not only ensure consumers’ rights are 
protected, but it would provide con-
sistent rules of the road for all internet 
companies across all websites, content, 
devices and applications.” AT&T had 
been an outspoken champion of the 
FCC’s decision to repeal its 2015 net 
neutrality rules. The company also 
pushed Congress last year to eliminate 
a set of FCC privacy rules that would 
have required broadband companies 
to obtain permission from consumers 

before using their data to sell target-
ed ads.

AT&T and most Republicans 
argue that the FCC’s net neutrali-
ty rules were too heavy-handed and 
there are sufficient laws on the books 
to preserve an open internet. When 
Congress overturned the FCC priva-
cy rules, AT&T argued that the laws 
unfairly subjected internet service 
providers to restrictions that didn’t 
cover companies like Facebook and 
Google, which provide more targeted 
advertising.

Net neutrality supporters large-
ly reject any attempt to legislate open 
internet protections, arguing that a 
GOP-controlled Congress would not 
produce rules as strong as what the 
FCC had in place.

“It would be a lot easier to take 
AT&T at their word if they hadn’t 
spent more than $16 million last year 
alone lobbying to kill net neutrality 
and privacy protections for internet 
users,” said Evan Greer, an activ-
ist with the pro-net neutrality group 
Fight for the Future. “Internet activ-
ists have been warning for months 
that the big ISPs’ plan has always been 
to gut the rules at the FCC and then 
use the ‘crisis’ they created to ram 
through bad legislation in the name of 
‘saving’ net neutrality.”

On January 24, after the compa-
ny’s ads appeared, an AT&T spokes-
man released a statement saying that 
the open letter was meant to start a 
dialogue and that the company had 
not staked out a position on fast lanes: 
“We want to have a dialog about it 
with other internet companies and 
consumer groups, so that Congress is 
considering all angles as they begin 
to write the rules of the road on how 
the internet works, particularly for 
new innovation and invention, like 
self-driving cars or augmented reali-
ty.” On the local level, some cities are 

looking to have new ISPs that would 
provide net neutrality.

For example, San Francisco is 
trying to find a network to build a 
city-wide, gigabit fiber internet ser-
vice with mandated net neutrality 
and consumer privacy protections. It 
would be an open-access network, al-
lowing multiple ISPs to offer service 
over the same lines and compete for 
customers.

The city on January 31 issued a 
Request for Qualifications (RFQ) to 
find companies that are qualified “to 
design, build, finance, operate, and 
maintain a ubiquitous broadband fi-
ber-to-the-premises network that per-
mits retail service providers to lease 
capacity on the network.” The proj-
ect would also involve a free Wi-Fi 
service for city parks, city buildings, 
major thoroughfares, and visitor areas. 
Low-income residents would qualify 
for subsidies that make home internet 
service more affordable.

ISPs offering service over the net-
work would not be allowed to block 
or throttle lawful internet traffic or 
engage in paid prioritization. ISPs 
would also need customers’ opt-in 
consent “prior to collecting, using, 
disclosing, or permitting access to 
customer personal information or in-
formation about a customer’s use of 
the network.”

San Francisco started considering 
the network even before the federal 
government repealed broadband 
privacy rules and net neutrality rules. 
In the eyes of city officials, a city-
wide fiber network would benefit 
residents and business regardless of 
whether those federal rules exist, but 
the latest FCC action adds urgency to 
the project.

The city says it will cover a portion 
of the costs for the multi-billion dollar 
project and provide or lease access to 
necessary city property and infrastruc-
ture. But San Francisco isn’t planning 

http://tech.sfgov.org/fiber
http://www.latimes.com/business/hiltzik/la-fi-hiltzik-sf-municipal-broadband-20161120-story.html
http://www.latimes.com/business/hiltzik/la-fi-hiltzik-sf-municipal-broadband-20161120-story.html
https://arstechnica.com/tech-policy/2017/03/for-sale-your-private-browsing-history/
https://arstechnica.com/tech-policy/2017/03/for-sale-your-private-browsing-history/
https://arstechnica.com/tech-policy/2017/12/goodbye-net-neutrality-ajit-pais-fcc-votes-to-allow-blocking-and-throttling/
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to build the network itself, a step that 
hundreds of smaller cities and towns 
have taken.

The winning bidder is “expected 
to assume the full performance risk,” 
so the biggest challenge may be find-
ing companies willing to meet all of 
San Francisco’s demands. The city es-
timates construction would take three 
to five years.

On the plus side for bidding en-
tities, San Francisco would provide 
payments to the builder when con-
struction milestones are reached. The 
private builder would also get a share 
of the network’s revenue.

San Francisco says it will also 
“provide or lease access to City fiber, 
communication assets, and conduits 
to reduce capital costs and construc-
tion; [and] provide or lease space on 
City properties suitable for placement 
of data centers, fiber hubs, or central 
offices at a reasonable rate.”

The RFQ seeks up to three qual-
ified consortia or joint ventures. The 
RFQ deadline is March 26. The RFQ 
anticipates that the city would sign a 
15-year agreement with the winning 
bidder. Los Angeles issued a similar 
Request for Proposals in 2013. Anoth-
er request followed in 2015, but “the 
city never received a workable pro-
posal from a private company to build 
out the network,” according to an 
article last month in Curbed Los An-
geles. The LA project may have been 
doomed by LA’s decision to discour-
age proposals that required any finan-
cial support from the city. By contrast, 
San Francisco is willing to chip in 
some money. Reported in: Associat-
ed Press, December 20, January 30; 
The Hill, January 24; arstechnica.com, 
February 1.

ELECTRONIC PUBLISHING
A new content policy instituted by 
Nook Press has resulted in the termi-
nation of the accounts of numerous 

self-published authors, and thus the 
removal of their e-books.

In August, authors began receiving 
notices from Nook, which is owned 
by Barnes & Noble, informing them 
that their titles are in violation of 
Nook’s updated content policy. The 
authors have been told that their ti-
tles have been removed from sale, and 
their accounts have been terminated.

The content policy in question 
states that titles subject to removal in-
clude “works portraying or encourag-
ing incest, rape, bestiality, necrophilia, 
paedophilia or content that encourag-
es hate or violence.” The policy also 
stipulates that it is the responsibility 
of authors to keep up-to-date on any 
changes to the policy.

A number of authors who have 
received the notices have taken to 
social media to vent their frustra-
tions. In a blog post about the situa-
tion, author Georgette St. Clair said 
she would have acted to conform to 
the content policy, had she known it 
was needed. She writes: “I have never 
gotten a single warning or complaint 
from B&N about any of these titles; 
if I had, I would have taken it down 
immediately.”

Selena Kitt, another author who 
complained publicly about the situa-
tion, said B&N acted “without warn-
ing” in canceling her account, and the 
accounts of other authors. She added 
that B&N’s claims that she and others 
had violated Nook’s content guide-
lines rung hollow as those guidelines 
were “non-existent until August 16 or 
so. We’ve had the same content pub-
lished on their site for years.”

Other authors have taken to so-
cial media to express their dismay 
over B&N’s move. Like St. Clair and 
Kitt, many complained that they were 
not alerted that their books had run 
afoul of the updated content policy, 
nor were they told why their books 
no longer conformed to new content 

standards. A number of the authors 
also echoed Kitt’s sentiment about 
being puzzled why content they had 
sold via Nook for years was suddenly 
deemed inappropriate.

When asked why B&N moved so 
swiftly to drop titles and delete ac-
counts, a spokesperson for the com-
pany said it was simply following 
procedure. “We have a policy,” the 
spokesperson said via email. The au-
thors “are aware of it. We terminate 
when there is a violation.”

Update: Since this story was original-
ly posted, Publishers Weekly learned that 
some affected authors have had their ac-
counts reinstated by B&N. Reported in 
publishersweekly.com, August 23.

GOVERNMENT SPEECH
The Trump administration has in-
formed multiple divisions within the 
Department of Health and Human 
Services that they should avoid using 
certain words or phrases in official 
documents being drafted for next 
year’s budget.

Officials at the Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention, which is part 
of HHS, were given a list of seven 
prohibited words or phrases during a 
meeting Thursday with senior CDC 
officials who oversee the budget. The 
words to avoid: “vulnerable,” “en-
titlement,” “diversity,” “transgen-
der,” “fetus,” “evidence-based” and 
“science-based.”

A second HHS agency received 
similar guidance to avoid using “en-
titlement,” “diversity” and “vulner-
able,” according to an official who 
took part in a briefing earlier in the 
week. Participants at that agency were 
also told to use “Obamacare” instead 
of ACA, or the Affordable Care Act, 
and to use “exchanges” instead of 
“marketplaces” to describe the ven-
ues where people can purchase health 
insurance.

https://arstechnica.com/tech-policy/2018/01/city-owned-internet-services-offer-cheaper-and-more-transparent-pricing/
https://arstechnica.com/information-technology/2013/11/skeptics-say-las-free-fiber-plan-as-plausible-as-finding-a-unicorn/
https://arstechnica.com/information-technology/2013/11/skeptics-say-las-free-fiber-plan-as-plausible-as-finding-a-unicorn/
https://la.curbed.com/2018/1/9/16863352/free-internet-los-angeles-wifi-network
http://arstechnica.com
http://publishersweekly.com
https://www.washingtonpost.com/national/health-science/cdc-gets-list-of-forbidden-words-fetus-transgender-diversity/2017/12/15/f503837a-e1cf-11e7-89e8-edec16379010_story.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/national/health-science/cdc-gets-list-of-forbidden-words-fetus-transgender-diversity/2017/12/15/f503837a-e1cf-11e7-89e8-edec16379010_story.html
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At the State Department, mean-
while, certain documents now re-
fer to sex education as “sexual risk 
avoidance.”

The colleague who provided the 
briefing at the second HHS agency 
relied on a document from the Office 
of Management and Budget detail-
ing guidance for the fiscal 2019 bud-
get, said the official in an interview. 
No explanations were given for the 
language changes. The HHS official 
spoke on the condition of anonymity 
because the language change informa-
tion was supposed to be “close hold.” 
The person did not want to name the 
agency to protect the identity of offi-
cials involved in the talks.

It’s not clear whether other feder-
al agencies have been instructed to 
avoid certain words, and if so, to what 
extent, in preparing their budget doc-
uments for next year. Officials inter-
viewed at the two HHS agencies said 
the language restriction was unusual 
and a departure from previous years.

The OMB oversees the process that 
culminates in the president’s annu-
al budget proposal to Congress. That 
budget document, usually several vol-
umes, is generally shaped to reflect an 
administration’s priorities. An OMB 
spokesman did not respond to a re-
quest for comment.

News of the directives to stop us-
ing these words and phrases drew out-
cry from scientific groups, researchers 
and advocacy organizations who took 
to Twitter and other social media.

Rush Holt, chief executive of the 
American Association for the Ad-
vancement of Science, said: “Among 
the words forbidden to be used in 
CDC budget documents are ‘evi-
dence-based’ and ‘science-based.’ I 
suppose one must not think those 
things either. Here’s a word that’s still 
allowed: ridiculous.”

Mara Keisling, executive di-
rector of the National Center for 

Transgender Equality, noted that 
CDC’s own research suggests that 
transgender people face a higher risk 
of being infected with HIV.

A CDC study published in Au-
gust, which analyzed 9 million agen-
cy-funded HIV tests, determined that 
transgender women “had the high-
est percentage of confirmed positive 
results (2.7 percent) of any gender 
category.”

“To pretend and insist that trans-
gender people do not exist, and to 
allow this lie to infect public health 
research and prevention is irrational 
and very dangerous, and not just to 
transgender people,” Keisling said in 
an email.

While HHS staffers were directly 
notified about how they must change 
the language they use when preparing 
budget documents, a shift is happen-
ing in other departments as well.

At the State Department, for ex-
ample, employees received a guid-
ance document on Wednesday that 
outlined how they should develop 
country operating plans under the 
President’s Plan for Emergency AIDS 
Relief (PEPFAR) for 2018. This 
document repeatedly uses the phrase 
“sexual risk avoidance,” which has 
been defined in recent congressional 
funding bills as abstinence-only prac-
tices until marriage, as the primary 
form of sex education.

Jen Kates, vice president and direc-
tor of global health and HIV policy at 
the Kaiser Family Foundation, said in 
an interview Saturday that while the 
document does not specifically change 
how much money should be spent on 
abstinence-only programs under PEP-
FAR, the heavy emphasis on it could 
shift priorities on how money is spent 
overseas.

“It’s a change, and the language in 
these documents does matter, because 
that’s what’s communicated to the 
teams in the field,” Kates said, adding 

that it’s “too early to tell” how this 
might translate into funding changes. 
According to a database compiled by 
the Foundation for AIDS Research, 
or Amfar, the amount of money that 
has been allotted for “Abstinence/Be 
Faithful” programs under PEPFAR 
fell from a high of $258.3 million in 
2008 to $20.1 million in 2017. As a 
share of overall PEPFAR funding, this 
represented a decline from 7 percent 
to 1 percent.

The same guidance document in-
cludes a line touting the efficacy of 
abstinence-only programs, referring 
to “abstinence as a highly effective 
form of prevention.”

Several public health experts ques-
tioned that assertion, noting that mul-
tiple studies have shown that there is 
little evidence this form of education 
either delays sexual activity or reduc-
es the number of sexual partners a 
person has. A nine-year congression-
ally mandated study concluded in 
2007 that teenagers enrolled in absti-
nence-only programs were no more 
likely to refrain from having sex than 
those who did not enroll. Among 
those who did have sex, the study 
found, there was no difference in 
when they began to engage in this ac-
tivity or how many partners the teens 
in each group had.

Jesse Boyer, senior policy manager 
at the Guttmacher Institute, said in an 
interview Saturday that the “rebrand-
ing” of abstinence programs with the 
term “sexual risk avoidance” would 
not make them more effective.

“It’s the continual promotion of a 
coercive and ideological agenda over 
what the science and research tells 
us what young people need to lead 
healthy lives,” she said.

In a statement, the State Depart-
ment said Violence Against Children 
surveys funded by the program in 11 
countries “showed that an average of 
1 in 3 young women had a first sexual 

https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/volumes/66/wr/mm6633a3.htm
https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/volumes/66/wr/mm6633a3.htm
http://apps.washingtonpost.com/g/documents/national/pepfar-2018-country-operational-plan-guidance/2682/
http://apps.washingtonpost.com/g/documents/national/pepfar-2018-country-operational-plan-guidance/2682/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/george-w-bush-pepfar-saves-millions-of-lives-in-africa-keep-it-fully-funded/2017/04/07/2089fa46-1ba7-11e7-9887-1a5314b56a08_story.html?utm_term=.b29a149f61da
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/george-w-bush-pepfar-saves-millions-of-lives-in-africa-keep-it-fully-funded/2017/04/07/2089fa46-1ba7-11e7-9887-1a5314b56a08_story.html?utm_term=.b29a149f61da
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2007/04/13/AR2007041301003.html
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2007/04/13/AR2007041301003.html


J O U R N A L  O F  I N T E L L E C T U A L  F R E E D O M  A N D  P R I V A C Y  _  F A L L  2 0 1 7 – W I N T E R  2 0 1 8 7 2

I S  I T  L E G A L ?  _  N E W S

experience that was forced or coerced. 
In light of this alarming evidence, 
PEPFAR has placed an even great-
er emphasis on activities supporting 
sexual risk avoidance, with a partic-
ular focus on girls ages 9-14,” in the 
guidance.

The HHS official who received the 
briefing on language changes said the 
reaction among participants was sim-
ilar to that at the CDC when budget 
analysts were informed they couldn’t 
use the seven words or phrases in 
drafting budget materials.

“People were surprised, people 
were not thrilled,” the HHS official 
said. “We all kind of looked at each 
other and said, ‘Oh, God.’ ”

At the CDC, budget analysts were 
told they could use an alternative 
phrase instead of “evidence-based” or 
“science-based” in budget documents. 
That phrase is “CDC bases its recom-
mendations on science in consider-
ation with community standards and 
wishes,” said a budget analyst who 
took part in the 90-minute briefing. 
No alternatives were suggested for the 
other words.

At the CDC, the briefing was led 
by a senior career civil servant in the 
office that oversees formulation of 
the agency’s budget. She opened the 
meeting by telling participants not to 
use the words “vulnerable,” “entitle-
ment” and “diversity” because doc-
uments containing those words were 
being “flagged” by others higher up 
the chain in the budget process, and 
documents were being sent back to 
CDC for corrections.

The civil servant then announced 
the additional words—“fetus,” “trans-
gender,” “evidence-based” and “sci-
ence-based”—that were not to be 
used. Another senior CDC budget 
person told the group that agency 
budget officials conducted a search 
across the agency’s budget documents 
and found that “evidence-based” and 
“science-based” were used so fre-
quently that they were essentially 
meaningless, the analyst recalled.

In a statement, HHS spokesman 
Matt Lloyd said: “The assertion that 
HHS has ‘banned words’ is a complete 
mischaracterization of discussions 
regarding the budget formulation 
process. HHS will continue to use 

the best scientific evidence available 
to improve the health of all Ameri-
cans. HHS also strongly encourages 
the use of outcome and evidence data 
in program evaluations and budget 
decisions.”

Lloyd declined to identify any spe-
cific inaccuracies in the Washington 
Post’s report about words that are pro-
hibited in CDC budget documents.

CDC Director Brenda Fitzgerald 
emailed staff late Saturday reassur-
ing them that the agency has a history 
of making public health and budget 
decisions based on the best available 
science and will continue to do so. “I 
want to assure you that CDC remains 
committed to our public health mis-
sion as a science- and evidence-based 
institution,” she wrote.

The CDC analyst said it was clear 
to participants that they were to avoid 
those seven words but only in drafting 
budget documents.

“What would you call it when 
you’re told not to use those words?” 
the person said. “If that’s not a ban, 
maybe I need to improve my vocab-
ulary.” Reported in: Washington Post, 
December 16.


