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Education Secretary Lamar Alexander today defended the use of $ 26,750 to produce and televise President Bush's
speech at a middle school.

Alexander, appearing before the House Education and Labor Committee, said Congress was debating the use of tax
dollars to let the president "go to a seventh grade classroom and speak to the children of America about the value of
education."

"Unless I'm missing something, that seems to me to be exactly what the president ought to be doing, and exactly
what the Department of Education ought to be paying for," Alexander said.

But Rep. William Ford, D-Mich., the panel's chairman, questioned if the president's visit to Alice Deal Junior High
School on Oct. 1 had political designs.

Ford said he sent a videotape copy of the speech to the Democratic National Committee and suggested "as soon as
the smiling faces of Deal Junior High School children show up on a campaign commercial, they should be in the
Federal Election Commission immediately with a complaint."

The General Accounting Office is still investigating the expenditure, but Ford acknowledged initial reviews show
the administration had the authority to spend the money.

Still, Ford said he would push for the White House to pay back the Education Department and work to change the
law to prevent future problems.

"The president might want to know that $ 26,750 is enough to provide 131 Michigan workers with an extra week of
unemployment benefits," he added, an obvious swipe at Bush for vetoing a bill to extend benefits to the long-term
jobless.

Other Democrats questioned the televised speech, too.

"Is that going to help the kid whose trying to learn how to read, is that going to help those who lag in math and
science?" said Rep. Charles Hayes, D-Ill.

Republican committee members supported the administration's action.
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"The American people are being treated to the trivialization of education," said Rep. Thomas Coleman, R-Mo.,
noting the committee had delayed action on a $ 100 billion higher education bill to discuss the expenditure.

Rep. Steve Gunderson, R-Wis., said, "We don't look good when we practice this kind of action while American's
children are waiting for us to do something real about education."
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