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WORKFORCE PROTECTIONS 

Introduction 

The Committee for Education and Workforce was created on March 21, 1867 in the 

aftermath of the Civil War and the growth of American industry. Since then the American 

workforce has changed dramatically, as have the needs of the workers. This committee is 

intended to pass legislation that will better the American people’s work lives and find 

solutions to best fit the economy alongside workers’ demands. The biggest topics to focus 

on with workforce are minimum wage, government intervention in businesses, civil rights 

in employment, workers’ safety and health, and trade and immigration issues as they affect 

employers and workers. It is important to know about the major labor unions of the United 

States and consider how they impact the government’s decisions regarding these matters. 

The National Federation of Federal Employees is the oldest union representing federal 

employees, ratifying its constitution on September 17, 1917. It represents 110,000 blue 

and white collar government workers across the United States. The American Federation of 

Government Employees is the largest Union, representing 700,000 federal and D.C. 

government workers nationwide and overseas. 

History of the Issue 

In the past, this committee has passed crucial pieces of legislature that are marking 

the progress made in the pressing matters of our current day. The Davis–Bacon Act of 1931 

is a United States federal law that establishes the requirement for paying the local 

prevailing wages on public works projects for laborers and mechanics. It was signed into 

law by President Herbert Hoover on March 3, 1931. In 1983 Congress passed the Migrant 

and Seasonal Agricultural Workers Protection Act. This was enacted to assist migrant and 

seasonal farm workers by providing them with social protections for transportation, 

housing, with pay, and work-related protections to safeguard them against occupational 

hazards and ensure better working conditions. Important legislation of the 1990’s include 

the Family and Medical Leave Act of 1993 (FMLA) and the Work Investment Act of 1998 

(WIA). FMLA is federal law requiring covered employers to provide employees with job-

protected and unpaid leave for qualified medical and family reasons. Qualified medical and 



family reasons include: personal or family illness, family military leave, pregnancy, 

adoption, or the foster care placement of a child. WIA is a federally funded employment and 

training program. The main focus is on assisting customers to develop workforce 

opportunities, access training, and manage their career choices through access to 

information and career-oriented services. 

The most important historical development in workforce protections is the Fair 

Labor Standard Act of 1938. This act introduced the forty hour work week, established a 

national minimum wage, and guaranteed "time-and-a-half" for overtime in certain jobs. 

Restrictions on child labor were also introduced with this legislature when it prohibited 

most employment of minors in "oppressive child labor", a term that is defined in the 

statute. Also important to note is the Occupational Safety and Health Act that was enacted 

by Congress signed by President Nixon in 1970. This act is the primary federal law that 

requires employers to provide their employees with working conditions that are free of 

known dangers. It creates and enforces protective workplace safety and health standards. 

Recent Developments 

Currently, new legislation is being proposed and discussed within the committee. 

One example is the Working Families Flexibility Act of 2017. It amends the Fair Labor 

Standards Act to give private-sector employees the option of selecting compensatory time 

off in lieu of cash for overtime wages. An employee will be able to choose, based upon a 

voluntary agreement with his or her employer, to have his or her overtime compensated 

with paid time off. Another recent development is involving the Occupational Safety and 

Health Act (OSHA). OSHA has led to the Strategic Partnership Program for Worker Safety 

and Health, a federal initiative that seeks to reduce occupational fatalities, injuries, and 

illnesses as well as improve worker protections by engaging labor organizations, employer 

groups, individual employers and others in formal, cooperative relationships to carry out 

the purposes of OSHA.  

Under former president Barack Obama, the Labor Department last year doubled the 

minimum annual salary threshold a worker must make to $47,000 before he or she can be 

deemed a "managerial" worker and therefore exempt from federal law requiring that they 

are paid time and a half after working 40 hours in a week. The Obama administration said 

that the proposed changes would affect about five million workers nationwide. The new 



overtime regulations would cover about 40% of the country’s full-time salaried workforce. 

Industry and business groups largely denounced the proposed changes, saying they would 

lead employers to reclassify salaried workers as hourly employees, thereby stripping those 

workers of benefits and flexibility in the workplace. Advocates of Obama’s actions say the 

salary threshold, designed to exempt highly paid white-collar workers, is welcome after not 

seeing progress on the matter for many years. 

In the state of Connecticut, recent advancements have been made to improve the 

workforce so companies looking for high tech trained workers are able to find them. 

Senator Richard Blumenthal announced two federal grants totaling $10 million that would 

go toward narrowing the gap between Connecticut’s unemployed and available jobs by 

increasing access to technical training. In February of 2014, Congresswoman Elizabeth Esty 

introduced the Supporting Teachers and Enhancing Manufacturing Jobs Act and the First 

Supporting Training for Employment Potential Act. Both pieces of legislation would boost 

workforce development nationwide. Governor Malloy helped create programs to close the 

skills gap for current job-seekers struggling to find long-term employment. One particular 

program, the subsidized training and employment program, also known as Step Up, not 

only helps cover the cost of training new employees during their first six months on the job, 

but also helps create new jobs by helping small businesses expand their workforce. Step Up 

is also designed to help veterans find employment by offering a subsidy to companies of 

any size, that train and hire veterans. These programs are creating opportunities for 

students in high school and the unemployed to gain the necessary training and the 

continued support when they land their new job.  

Opinions and Perspectives 

Workplace protections are an important part of the Democratic agenda, and more 

specifically they hope to raise the federal minimum wage. Their primary argument is that 

increasing the minimum wage is essential to making life easier for families that are barely 

able to afford to provide for their children even with a full-time job. The Democratic point 

of view also predicts that increasing the wage will lead to more jobs in the U.S. In one study 

it is estimated that raising the federal minimum wage to $10.10 would create $22 billion in 

new economic activity, translating to 85,000 new full-time jobs. In general, the Democratic 

stance on workplace protections is centered around equality and fighting any form of 



discrimination from employers. Former Vice President Joe Biden said this on the minimum 

wage: “Raising minimum wage doesn’t just benefit the workers behind me, it creates a 

proven ripple effect that increases wages all the way up the scale. ... Let’s get the facts 

straight, only 20 percent of people making the minimum wage are teenagers. The rest are 

hard working adults, many of them with families, and I mean hardworking.” The 

Democratic Party believes that a major factor in the 40-year decline in the middle class is 

that the rights of workers to bargain collectively for better wages and benefits have been 

under attack at all levels. “The minimum wage has not kept pace with rising costs. This 

legislation is overdue and will help families that are struggling in this harsh economy.” — 

Gov. Jerry Brown in a signing statement for a bill to increase California’s minimum wage to 

$10 an hour.  

Democrats are said to rely more heavily on government intervention to influence 

the economy's direction and keep the profit motive of businesses more at bay. Higher 

regulation comes with increased costs, which Democrats can support through higher 

taxation. Democrats believe not only in expanding the job market, but in aiding those who 

are looking for work while they seek to improve their situation. The Obama administration 

created the American Jobs Act to help those that were unemployed during the recession. 

Key components of this act included payroll tax relief, tax credits for businesses that hire 

veterans, an extension of unemployment insurance that also included reforms like work-

sharing, and support for unemployed workers looking to become entrepreneurs. 

Democratic views on small business revolve around the theory that, while government 

cannot guarantee the success of a small business, it can implement the conditions that 

support hiring of new workers through providing tax relief.  

The Republican agenda is not as strongly focused on workforce protections, 

however they do fiercely oppose raising the minimum wage. Their main argument is that 

increasing the minimum wage makes the country less competitive. Kevin Madden on CNN’s 

State of the Union said: “Often times when you have the federal government or others step 

in and start to raise minimum wage, what happens is you take away or reduce some 

people’s opportunity to grab the bottom rung of the economic ladder to get the 

opportunities and the skills that you need to move up that economic ladder.” There is also 

predicted that increasing minimum wage will make it significantly more difficult for small 



business employers who can’t afford to pay their labor any higher. “When you raise the 

price of employment, guess what happens? You get less of it. Why do we want to make it 

harder for small employers to hire people?” — House Speaker John Boehner. Generally 

speaking, the Republican Party is considered business friendly as it favors limited 

government regulation of the economy. This includes less regulation on business, such as 

restrictions that might seek to dismiss the pursuit of profits to labor union interests, 

healthcare benefits and retirement payouts.  

Republicans strongly support employee stock ownership which they believe will 

give workers more flexibility because it works to expand the ownership of private 

property.  Another main focus on the Republican agenda is having a highly trained 

workforce. Currently there are 47 retraining programs at a total cost of $18 billion annually 

but the federal government runs are showing results far below what their attendees and 

the taxpayers that fund them want and need. To remedy this issue, Republicans propose 

consolidating these programs into State block grants, which would allow training to be 

coordinated with local schools and employers, ultimately meaning less federal regulation. 

Republicans support embracing immigrants to a certain extent  so that they can positively 

contribute to the workforce and help expand the economy. They believe this can be 

achieved by a policy of strategic immigration and granting more work visas to holders of 

advanced degrees in science, technology, engineering, and math from other nations. 

Conclusion 

Many advancements have been made historically and recently on the matter of 

workplace protections and worker’s rights. Government involvement in workforce 

development policy is necessary to correct for basic market failures. While the private 

sector has an important role to play, government is a necessary partner. By studying 

successful changes made in different states, the federal government should be motivated to 

push for replication of the best practices seen on smaller scales. It is crucial that legislation 

includes new methods of ensuring equal rights for workers and bettering the conditions of 

their labor in whatever way that goal may be achieved. Americans on both sides of each 

issue should recognize a common goal of improving the lives of the American workforce 

that is a backbone to the economy.  

 



Questions to Consider 

 What do you believe is the pre-eminent matter to tackle in regards to workforce 

protections? 

 What do you think is the next step in extending workforce protections to every race, 

sexuality, ethnicity and gender in the US? 

 How greatly will public opinion impact legislation passed in the current Republican 

majority congress? 

 What is the best way to respond to the demands of labor unions, including more 

minor groups? 

 What concessions should be made by employers in order to appease the complaints 

of the workforce? 

Sources for Additional Research 

 https://edworkforce.house.gov/committee/wp.htm  

 https://www.osha.gov/pls/oshaweb/owasrch.search_form?p_doc_type=OSHACT  

 https://www.brookings.edu/articles/workers-rights-labor-standards-and-global-

trade/  

 http://ncee.org/wp-content/uploads/2011/08/ACII_WIA_Summary.pdf  

 https://www.dol.gov/general/aboutdol/majorlaws  
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SCHOOL VOUCHERS 

Introduction 

According to the National Conference of State Legislatures (NCSL), traditional school 

vouchers are “state-funded scholarships that pay for students to attend private school 

rather than public school.” These vouchers may apply to students seeking to enroll in both 

religious and nonreligious schools. However, both students and private schools must meet 

certain standards in order to participate in voucher programs. For example, private schools 

are not allowed to accept students with vouchers if they don’t meet the requirements set by 

state legislatures. Furthermore, most legislatures only target certain groups. These groups 

may include “low-income students that meet a [specific] income threshold, students 

attending chronically low performing schools, students with disabilities, or students in 

military families or foster care.” 

In recent politics, school vouchers have become a widely disputed topic on a 

national level. Both President Donald Trump and Education Secretary Betsy Devos have 

openly declared their support for school voucher programs and the “school choice 

movement”. The movement seeks to give K-12 students and their families the opportunity 

choose options other than neighborhood schools using public funds. In theory, public and 

private schools would compete for these funds, causing both to improve the education 

provided to their students. However, with the 2018 budget proposal calling for large 

spending cuts in education, federal plans to provide more funding for voucher programs 

have become controversial. This is because less money is set aside for public education. 

Representatives and the public continue to speculate whether school vouchers will lead to 

greater improvement in education for U.S. schoolchildren, and how it will impact those 

remaining under the public education system. 

History of the Issue 

The idea of school vouchers has been a topic of discussion for many years. Milton 

Friedman is known to have initiated efforts to use public funding for private school tuition 

in the 1950s. Friedman believed that voucher programs would promote competition 

between schools, resulting in higher academic achievement and reduced costs for 

education. For the rest of the 20th century and the beginning of the 21st, state legislatures 

began to establish and experiment with such programs. 



In 1989, the Wisconsin legislature formed the Milwaukee Parental Choice Program 

(MPCP), forming the first modern school voucher program for students of low income 

households living in the City of Milwaukee. At first, private schools that could accept 

voucher recipients were required to be nonreligious and in the City of Milwaukee, and the 

number of voucher recipients were capped. However, the legislature would gradually 

expand the program into the 21st century as the number of participants grew. In 2002, 

state taxpayers challenged Ohio’s Pilot Project Scholarship Program in court for giving 

vouchers to Cleveland students who wanted to attend a certain public or private school, 

religious or not. They argued that this action violated the Constitution. In the end, the 

Supreme Court ruled that Ohio’s school voucher program did not violate the Constitution. 

This meant that vouchers can be used to pay for tuition at religious schools, thus expanding 

school choice. In 2004, Congress enacted the D.C. Opportunity Scholarship Program (OSP), 

the first federally funded school voucher program, under the Bush Administration. 

According to the U.S. Department of Education, the voucher program “expanded options” 

for the “most economically disadvantaged” students in the district. In 2011, the Indiana 

legislature created the first statewide school voucher program for low-income students. 

Now, it stands as one of the nation’s largest school voucher programs with around 34,299 

students (2016-17). 

Recent Developments 

Now, there are 26 voucher programs operating in 15 states and the District of 

Columbia (D.C.). According to the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES), about 

50.3 million students enrolled in traditional public elementary and secondary schools in 

2014, while about 5.4 million students enrolled in private schools. Over the years, school 

voucher programs have expanded significantly and have become more accessible to 

students across the country. 

As the number of voucher recipients gradually grew, the voucher program has 

become one of the most debated topics in relation to school choice. Following the 

presidential inauguration of Donald Trump, the Trump administration has taken several 

actions in favor of voucher programs. During his campaign, Trump promised that he would 

provide more students under the public school system government funding for tuition at 

charter schools, private schools, and religious schools, stating that “every disadvantaged 



child in this country” should be able to access other options. After his election, Trump 

appointed Betsy Devos, a supporter of school choice, as Secretary of Education in order to 

follow through with his promises. In March 2017, the Trump administration released the 

budget blueprint for the year 2018, which would “[place] power in the hands of parents 

and families to choose schools that are best for their children by investing an additional 

$1.4 billion in school choice programs.” The blueprint further stated that $250 million 

would be set aside for a new school choice program. The final 2018 budget proposal called 

for a spending cut of $9.2 billion (13.5%) to the Department of Education. In the proposal, 

the Trump administration stated that it would strive to reform education by “[returning] 

decisions regarding education back to the State and local levels”. 

As the 11th U.S. Secretary of Education, Betsy Devos has placed school choice at the 

top of the Department of Education’s agenda. Known as a supporter of voucher programs, 

Devos has visited charter schools, private schools, and pro school-choice schools to publicly 

voice her support for school vouchers and gain more approval for such programs. 

As the debate on school vouchers came to the nation’s attention, researchers began 

to investigate the impact of voucher programs on student test scores and grades. Most of 

them wanted to see if school voucher programs do indeed help students. The results 

showed that school vouchers had a negative effect on students’ scores. For instance, 

Professor Martin Carnoy, a professor at Stanford Graduate School of Education (GES), 

reported that 25 years of research showed no evidence that voucher programs led to better 

test scores. Researchers at the University of Arkansas and Tulane University also found 

that students under the Louisiana Scholarship Program, a school voucher program, 

performed poorly in state standardized tests for math, but received similar reading scores 

to students in public schools.  

In June 2017, the Supreme Court ruled that the Missouri’s decision to deny funding 

to renovate a preschool playground because its constitution bans the financial support of 

religious institutions was unconstitutional. This decision potentially expanded states’ 

ability to provide funds for school vouchers towards K-12 children who want to attend 

religious schools.  

Opinions and Perspectives 

Democratic Point of View 



In recent politics, the majority of Democrats expressed their opposition against 

voucher programs, especially in regards to the education budget proposed by the Trump 

administration. Many Democratic representatives have raised concerns that funds may be 

given to schools that could discriminate students based on sexual orientation, disabilities, 

religion, and race. During the 2016 Presidential Campaign, Hillary Clinton and other 

Democrats expressed their opposition towards the program, believing that private school 

vouchers would harm public schools across the nation by depriving them of necessary 

funds to provide a quality education. Senator Patty Murray (D-WA), a key Democratic 

leader on education, wrote a 20-page memo discussing why private school vouchers are 

“damaging” and a “false choice”. Overall, Democrats favor the traditional organization of 

public education and believe that “the only true student and family agenda is one that 

delivers on the idea that every child, parent, and family should have the choice to attend a 

high-quality public school.” 

Republican Point of View 

The majority of Republicans generally support school voucher programs. 

Republicans believe that the ability for parents to choose the best education option for 

their child will lead to greater academic achievement. Competition between schools would 

force struggling schools to work towards improvement, thus benefitting the national 

education system overall. Education Secretary Betsy Devos, a Republican, has publicly 

shown her support for school vouchers and actively advocates for federal plans to expand 

school choice. Devos viewed the current public school as lacking, stating “If you were given 

the choice between Alpha School and Beta School for your children, which would you 

choose? If you chose Alpha School, then in Washington, D.C., you chose a private or charter 

school for your kids. If you chose Beta School, then in Washington, D.C., you chose the 

traditional public school.” The Trump administration has also voiced their support for 

school vouchers, evident during his campaign and 2018 budget proposal. However, some 

rural Republicans, like those in the Texas legislature, have expressed their opposition 

towards school vouchers due to the small size of their districts and the scarcity of private 

schools.  

 

 



Conclusion 

School vouchers as a policy issue is one that involves the education of millions of 

American students. As school vouchers continue to be a “major point of contention,” the 

United States government must decide how to distribute their funds for education with the 

given budget. In order to make the most beneficial and cost-effective decision, 

representatives must consider how favoring school voucher programs over the traditional 

public school system (and vice-versa) impacts student performance across the nation; the 

advantages and disadvantages of both options; and how to address the losses of those who 

are hurt by the system. Already a growing concern in the political sphere, it is up to 

Congress to decide how to act upon school vouchers and the nation’s education system.  

Questions to Consider 

 How have school vouchers become a timely issue? 

 What are the potential costs and benefits of setting aside public funds for private 

school tuition? Do the benefits outweigh the costs? 

 Who benefits from school voucher programs and who does not? 

 What can we discern from past practices of school vouchers and the resulting 

student performances? 

 If school vouchers are favored over funding towards the public school system, how 

should the government manage the economic burdens of public schools due to a loss 

in funding (and vice-versa)? 

Sources for Additional Research 

 https://edworkforce.house.gov/ (Republicans’ Website) 

 https://democrats-edworkforce.house.gov/ (Democrats’ Website) 

 http://www.ncsl.org/research/education/school-choice-vouchers.aspx  

 https://www.whitehouse.gov/sites/whitehouse.gov/files/omb/budget/fy2018/20

18_blueprint.pdf 

 http://www.econedlink.org/lesson/185/Controversial-School-Voucher-Issue  
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