This Week in Washington
In a very dramatic day on Capitol Hill Sunday, the House passed sweeping health care reform with a vote of 219-212. The day took on many twists and turns with procedural challenges and passionate floor speeches.  The House took a full vote on the bill as opposed to what was thought to be used to pass the bill - a procedural move called deem and pass – where the Speaker of the House would deem it passed because it was sent from the Senate – after their original bill was passed in December.

The bill that was voted on and signed into law today by President Obama was the exact bill that the Senate passed on December 22nd.  It is important to the higher education community that the Senate bill was the bill signed into law as it contained the language which gives student insurance plans an exemption in the bill to continue to exist even though they do not fit the classification as individual plans or employer-based plans.  So, institutions that offer those plans will be able to continue to do so under their previous terms.  The House bill did not have the language supporting the student insurance plans as exempt and would have created a situation where students would have to either purchase plans deemed as ‘individual health plans” or have the option to remain on their parents’ plans until the of age of 26.

Along with the actual health care reform language, the House also passed the reconciliation bill – H.R. 4872 with a vote of 220-211.   This bill would shift all lending from  the bank-based Federal Family Education Loan Program to the Direct Loan Program and use $61 billion in savings over 10 years to shore up the Pell Grant Program and for several other education priorities.  The programs this savings would support are much smaller than the original plan for the American Graduation Initiative, the billions to reduce the interest rates on student loan payments, and the billions to revise the Perkins Loan Program.  After the original projections of $81 billion in savings the CBO and the Senate lowered the numbers of savings to $61 billion, of which $10 billion would go to help pay for the health care reform package.  The scaled down version of the package for higher education eliminated most of the Administration’s priorities but a portion of that program was saved – a smaller $750 million expansion of the existing College Access Challenge Grant Program.    It also includes $2 billion for fund a Department of Labor career training program that was created in last year’s stimulus bill but never funded.  The bill also directs $2.55 billion over 10 years to historically black, Hispanic-serving, and tribal colleges and $1.5 billion to expand the income-based repayment options for student loan borrowers.  
The Senate is currently debating the Reconciliation Bill which has to be passed exactly as the House passed it on Sunday night or it goes back to the House for another vote.  There are reportedly over 150 amendments being proposed to the bill – all of which are related to the Health Care Reform provisions and not the higher education provisions.  There is doubt that any of the amendments will be accepted so that once the bill is passed the Senate, it too will be signed into law as was the health care reform bill.  From a matter of process – the original plan was to have the President sign both bills, the health care reform act and the reconciliation bill at one time.  The Senate parliamentarian directed the change in that he noted that reconciliation bills could only be applied to existing law – not pending bills.  So the President had to sign the health care reform bill into law before the reconciliation bill could be voted on and later signed by the President.

This process for both bills has been one for the record books in terms of moving legislation and parliamentary points of order – a chapter not covered in our favorite tutorial, “I’m only a Bill on Capitol Hill”.

