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To say the past year ushered in policy changes that affect Advocacy & Communication 

Solutions’ (ACS) clients is an understatement. But what does it mean going forward? At 

the federal and state levels, we’ve seen shifts in funding and policy priorities that are 

promising in some areas of interest but concerning in others. Here are ten issues where 

action (or inaction) is likely to have an impact on our clients’ work in 2018. 
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ISSUE #1: Criminal Justice Reform
States led the way in criminal justice reform during 2017, and that work 
will hopefully continue to evolve
Criminal justice reform and the impact on the criminal justice system received much attention 
during the course of 2017, as states recognized that alternatives were needed to the number 
of overcrowded prisons and to increase the long-term potential of individuals for rehabilita-
tion, family stability, and economic security. State legislatures 
played a significant role in developing and implementing sen-
tencing and corrections policies that prioritize public safety, 
provide accountability for offenders, and make the best use 
of limited public resources. Many states have pursued reform 
efforts to expand eligibility for community diversion and treat-
ment programs and to revise mandatory prison sentences. 

California Governor Jerry Brown signed many criminal justice 
reforms into law in 2017, including provisions to make young 
and elderly prisoners eligible for earlier parole. Other reforms 
limited sentencing enhancements (years automatically added 
on to the sentences of people with prior criminal history, such 
as minor drug crimes) and allowed judges the discretion to add extra jail time if a gun is used in 
the commission of a crime. The new law also makes it easier for adults and juveniles arrested for 
minor crimes to have their records sealed.

The work of the Oklahoma Justice Reform Task Force resulted in the enactment of three signif-
icant pieces of legislation in 2017. Governor Mary Fallin signed a bill that requires all offenders 
to receive a validated risk and needs assessment to enable the state corrections department to 
create an individualized plan for each offender. Additional bills signed by Governor Fallin provid-
ed training for law enforcement related to safety for victims of domestic violence and training 
for district attorneys, judges, and public offenders on substance abuse, behavioral health and 
the impact of domestic violence.

In 2017, several states 

advanced reforms 

around issues such 

as criminal justice, 

marijuana legaliza-

tion, sanctuary cities, 

and drug pricing.
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In 2017, several states advanced reforms 
around issues such as criminal justice, mari-
juana legalization, sanctuary cities, and drug 
pricing. It is likely this trend will continue in 
2018 as federal funding decreases and the 
shift toward deregulation persists. 

ISSUE #2: Reauthorizing 
Head Start and 
Implementing New 
Performance Standards
Head Start and Early Head 
Start continue to await 
reauthorization, even as new 
performance standards begin. 
Head Start and Early Head Start programs were 
not reauthorized in 2017, and despite an $85 mil-
lion increase in funding included in the final 2017 
omnibus1  budget signed by President Trump on 
May 5, 2017, future funding for the program is at 
risk. President Trump’s proposed budget for Fis-
cal Year (FY) 2018 funds Head Start at the same 
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1. 2018
level as FY 2016 and does not include the $85 
million increase in the omnibus amendment. If 
adopted, this approach would represent a sig-
nificant decrease in Head Start funding at a time 
when program operators are implementing 
new, increased performance standards.

In addition, the U.S. Department of Health and 
Human Services (HHS), the federal agency re-
sponsible for overseeing Head Start, has seen a 
change of leadership. HHS Secretary Tom Price, 
a former legislator who advocated for state con-
trol of Head Start programs, resigned in Sep-
tember, and Eric D. Hargan was appointed as 
acting secretary. Hargan was part of the Trump 
administration transition team and held leader-
ships positions at HHS for several years during 
the George W. Bush administration. President 
Trump nominated Alex Azar (former George W. 
Bush HHS administration official) to head the 
agency, but Azar has yet to be confirmed.

1An omnibus budget packages many of the smaller regular 
appropriations bills into one larger single bill that could be 
passed with only one vote in each house.
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ISSUE #3: Tax Reform 
Congress explores cutting safety net programs to pay for tax cuts . 
Meanwhile, decreases in deductions threaten local school districts .
President Trump signed a comprehensive tax reform bill into law on December 22, 2017. The federal 
tax overhaul is estimated to increase the federal deficit by $1.5 trillion and included significant cuts to 
public education and higher education. The tax reform plan drops the corporate tax rate down from 
35% to 21%, repeals the corporate alternative minimum tax, 
nearly doubles the standard deduction for individuals, and re-
structures the way pass-through businesses are taxed. Repub-
licans in Congress already have indicated a willingness to look 
at reforms in programs such as Medicare, Medicaid, and Social 
Security to help pay for the tax reductions. 

The new tax law hurts local school districts that primarily rely 
on the support of their local tax base for school funding. By 
increasing the standard deduction for individuals, the tax law 
significantly decreases the number of taxpayers who can take 
advantage of itemized deductions, including the deduction of 
state and local taxes. This means that local school officials may 
find it more difficult to garner support from taxpayers who will 
no longer see a tax benefit from deducting the local taxes that 
support education funding. The National Education Association 
estimates that the elimination of this important tax deduction 
will lead to a loss of approximately $370 billion in state and local 
tax revenue during the next ten years, and could result in the 
loss of over 350,000 education jobs.
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The National Education 
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that changes in the tax 

reform bill affecting 

itemized deductions will 

lead to a loss of approx-

imately $370 billion in 

state and local tax reve-

nue during the next 

ten years and could 

result in the loss of over 

350,000 education jobs. 
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ISSUE #4: Early 
Childhood Workforce
National and state efforts to 
improve and professionalize 
the early childhood education 
workforce show momentum .
National efforts to support the professional-
ization of the early childhood education work-
force continued throughout 2017. The National 
Association for the Education of Young Children 
(NAEYC) completed the first year of its two-year 
Power to the Profession (P2P) initiative. NAEYC 
and P2P are conducting significant outreach to 
the field to obtain their feedback on the P2P 
Taskforce recommendations. Feedback to in-
form the initiative can be provided in a number 
of ways accessible via this link. NAEYC also has 
conducted a significant public survey to mea-
sure the public’s support and perception of ear-
ly childhood education and the workforce.

Several state-level efforts to improve the ear-
ly childhood workforce bear watching in 2018. 
Through an effort supported in part by the Na-
tional Association of School Boards of Educa-
tion (NASBE), education-related departments 
in Iowa, Michigan, Nebraska, and New York are 
working to improve early childhood educa-
tion workforce conditions through state policy 
changes. The grants are intended to focus on 

improving workforce quality in four areas: qual-
ifications and licensure, preparation programs, 
professional development, and compensation.

ISSUE #5: Adult and 
Chronic Homelessness
Congress moves toward an 
appropriations bill that includes 
increased budget for homeless 
assistance programs .
Federal funding for programs to combat adult 
and chronic homelessness appears to be pos-
itive, though it continues to fall under a tem-
porary spending bill. The Senate Appropria-
tions Committee approved its Transportation, 
Housing, and Urban Development (T-HUD) ap-
propriations bill, which included a $73 million 
increase over the final Fiscal Year 2017 budget 
allocation for McKinney-Vento programs (a vari-
ety of homeless assistance programs named in 
the McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act in 
2000). The next step is for the House and Senate 
Appropriation Committees to agree on a final 
“omnibus” appropriations bill to provide funding 
through September 2018. A vote on that appro-
priation could come in January or February.
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ISSUE #6: Workforce Education and Training
Changes in funding, new apprenticeships and financial aid are all on the 
table for discussion. 
As with the majority of federal programs, workforce education and training programs continue to op-
erate under a continuing resolution at current funding levels, while Congress continues its work on the 
Fiscal Year 2018 budget. The Senate Appropriations committee approved a version of the spending bill 
for Labor, Health and Human Services, Education and Related Agencies on September 7, 2017.  This ver-
sion is more favorable than the House version, as it maintains current funding, including Title I funding 
for state formula grants under the Workforce Innovation and Op-
portunity Act (WIOA) and Perkins grants. The bill also provides $95 
million to support apprenticeships that foster sector partnerships 
to close the skills gap in expanding industries. In comparison, the 
House has proposed reducing WIOA grant funding by 3 percent 
while also eliminating funding for apprenticeships, WIOA Title III 
Employment service grants, and the Workforce Data Quality Initia-
tive. National advocates, such as the National Skills Coalition, have 
joined with more than 50 other organizations in the Campaign to 
Invest in America’s Workforce to fight for investments in workforce 
education and training programs.

Another significant development in workforce education and 
training was President Trump’s Executive Order, “Expanding Apprenticeships in America.” The Executive 
Order directs the Secretary of Labor, in cooperation with the Secretaries of Commerce and Education, 
to consider proposing new regulations to support the expansion of industry-recognized apprenticeships 
through third-party certifying entities. The Executive Order also establishes the new Task Force on Ap-
prenticeship Expansion, charged with developing a report to the president that details: federal initiatives 
and legislative and administrative reforms necessary to support expansion of apprenticeships; strate-
gies to create and expand industry-recognized apprenticeships; and strategies to support private-sector 
initiatives to promote apprenticeships. National workforce advocates continue to work with the admin-
istration to provide recommendations on the development and implementation of the Executive Order. 

In December 2017, 

House Republicans final-

ized the PROSPER Act – 

the first reauthorization 

of the Higher Education 

Act since 2008 – without 

any bipartisan support.
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Also related to workforce education, House Republicans finalized the PROSPER Act – the first reauthori-
zation of the Higher Education Act since 2008 – without any bipartisan support in December 2017. The 
bill contained some bipartisan provisions, such as simplifying the student financial aid process by offer-
ing only one loan, one grant, and one work-study program from federal sources. The bill also has been 
criticized for rolling back regulations and eliminating both the Public Service Loan Forgiveness program 
and federal funding for grants that incent students to pursue teaching careers in high-need subjects. 
While the Senate has yet to release details on its proposal to reauthorize the Higher Education Act, the 
chairman and ranking member of the Senate Health, Education, Labor and Pensions Committee have 
publicly committed to a more bipartisan approach beginning in the first quarter of 2018.
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ISSUE #7: CHIP and 
MIECHV Reauthorization
Congressional reauthorization 
discussions include state funding 
matches and program cuts .
Despite bipartisan support, Congress has yet to 
reauthorize funding for Maternal, Infant, and Ear-
ly Childhood Home Visiting programs (MIECHV). 
Funding for MIECHV ended on September 30, 
2017, alongside funding for the Children’s Health 
Insurance Program (CHIP). MIECHV provides 
$400 million in federal funds to support home 
visiting programs. Due to Congress’s inaction, as 
many as 12 states may be forced to freeze en-
rollment for these programs. The House Ways 
and Means Committee passed its own version 
of reauthorization that tied future funding to 
states’ willingness to match funds. The Senate 
committee passed a version without the match 
requirement. 

CHIP funding was addressed by Congress on 
December 21, 2017, but provided only a tempo-
rary solution that extends funding until March 
2018. The debate regarding funding hinges 
upon how to pay for the program. Republicans 
have proposed program cuts to offset tax cuts, 
and Democrats have argued for funding without 
additional program cuts.

ISSUE #8: The Affordable 
Care Act (ACA)
The ACA is not dead, but may be 
mortally wounded, leaving states 
little time to prepare . 
Though Congress failed to repeal the Affordable 
Care Act (ACA) in 2017, there were several suc-
cessful efforts to weaken the health care law.  
Congress and President Trump’s administration 
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eliminated some subsidies, cut the insurance enrollment period in half, significantly reduced marketing 
efforts for the program, and provided a regulatory landscape that experts say will undermine the federal 
program. Most notably, the tax reform effort signed into law in December 2017 will repeal the individual 
mandate in 2019.

Analysts predict chaos in the insurance marketplace due to repeal of the individual mandate. With pre-
miums expected to increase dramatically, some insurers could leave the marketplace altogether. States 
may have little time to prepare for and control the fallout from the repeal of the individual mandate. 
Some ACA supporters have called for states to implement their own state mandates or penalties, but 
while the mandate was a central part of the ACA it also remains one of its most politically unpopular 
features. Therefore, it is uncertain whether state leaders, especially in conservative states, will embrace 
this approach.

ISSUE #9: Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA)
Amid criticism, the U .S . Department of Education requests more 
information from states before approving some state ESSA plans.
All 50 states (and the District of Columbia) have submitted plans to the U.S. Department of Education, 
which has approved 15 of them.  The Department, however, has come under fire from education advo-
cates who have claimed that many state plans ignore their legal obligation to identify and fix low-per-
forming schools, according to an analysis highlighted by a recent report from the Education Trust. Secre-
tary Betsy DeVos also has been criticized for approving plans that fail to address a central part of the law 
requiring states to identify schools for improvement based upon three distinct categories and to identify 
student sub-groups to measure student progress across a variety of demographic information, including 
minority students and students in poverty. 

As a result of such criticism, the Department has asked some states (Alabama, Alaska, Georgia, Kan-
sas, Maryland, Montana, North Carolina, South Dakota, Utah, and Wyoming) for additional information 
and responses before approving their plans. With a federally mandated 120-day approval window, most 
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states had until January 8 to revise and resubmit 
their plans, after which the U.S. Education De-
partment will have a short window to re-review 
and either approve or deny those plans. Exist-
ing plans, even when approved, are a snapshot 
in time. If history is any indicator of the future, 
as states implement their plans, in the com-
ing months and years there will be significant 
state-federal interaction, monitoring, requests 
for clarification and modification.

ISSUE #10: Role of 
Philanthropy
Philanthropy will wrestle with 
the impact of tax reform on 
the charitable sector and the 
effects of policy changes that 
undermine public support for 
populations in need . 
The new tax bill rolls back the estate tax and 
eliminates the charitable deduction for most 
taxpayers, and therefore is expected to signifi-
cantly reduce the overall amount of charitable 
giving. As a result, philanthropic grantmaking 
organizations may see increased requests for 
grant support from nonprofits. For community 
foundations, a reduction in giving also may have 
a negative impact on the creation of donor ad-
vised funds or continued gifts to existing funds. 

The question of how to pay for tax cuts still looms 
large, and Republicans in Congress have indicat-
ed that many of the federally funded social pro-
grams that help meet the needs of low-income 
individuals and communities may be considered 
for budget cuts. If these cuts occur, foundations 
may feel the strain as public partners who de-
liver services are weakened. Some may begin to 
look more to state and local agencies as part-
ners for community investment. The success 
of these efforts may largely depend on political 
will at the state and local level. In addition to in-
creased partnership, some foundations may in-
vest in advocacy efforts to increase political will 
at the state and local levels.

On a more positive note, the field of philanthro-
py has displayed a growing interest in issues of 
equity in the past year. Amid tightened public 
investment and social tensions, philanthropic 
attention to issues of equity in many forms – 
health equity, educational equity, racial equity, 
gender equity, etc. – is likely to grow.

What Did We Miss?
The issues listed above are but a few that are 
currently in play in our country’s dynamic policy 
environment. If there’s another policy issue that 
will consume your organization in 2018, please 
share your story with us by emailing us here!

mailto:info@advocacyandcommunication.org?subject=What%20to%20Watch%202018
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15 Years Strong
2018 is shaping up to be a year in which strategic advocacy and per-
suasive communication will be more important than ever. Celebrating 15 
years as a successful, award-winning, and women- and minority-owned, 
ACS has the know-how to handle any challenge . Throughout 2018 ACS 
will celebrate and highlight many of the people and issues that have in-
spired our work and allowed us to play a part in their success . Be on the 
lookout for stories, resources and surprises as 2018 unfolds!
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Want more?
Want to learn how communication, strategy development or advocacy can move your organization for-
ward? Need an expert for training sessions or conference presentations?

Contact one of our team members, call toll free at 1-877-372-0166 or visit our website.

Lori McClung, President 
Scarlett Bouder, Vice President 
Rebecca Cohen, Senior Strategist

http://www.advocacyandcommunication.org/
mailto:lori@advocacyandcommunication.org
mailto:scarlett@advocacyandcommunication.org
mailto:rebecca@advocacyandcommunication.org

