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On March 20, 2008, Education Sector convened a forum to discuss “The Evolving Role in Education:  Past, Present, and Future.”  The event offered attendees a rich historical analysis of the federal government’s role in education since the 1960s.  It also sought to capitalize on the delay in the reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) to inject a new perspective into policy conversations that will define the next period of federal investments in education.

panelists
· Christopher T. Cross, Chairman, Cross & Joftus
· Samuel Halperin, Founder and Senior Fellow, American Youth Policy Forum

· Jack Jennings, President and CEO, Center on Education Policy 
· Kati Haycock, President, Education Trust 
· Fritz Edelstein, Principal, Public Private Action
· Andy Rotherham, Co-director, Education Sector
summary
Andy Rotherham and Fritz Edelstein organized the event and convened the panelists to examine the foundation of federal education programs.  With the expected delay in the reauthorization of ESEA, Edelstein shared his belief that education leaders and activists have been provided with a rare opportunity to engage in a more philosophical conversation on the purpose of the federal government’s role in education.  What has been absent from conversations on federal education programs, stated Edelstein, was an examination of the design of existing education statutes.  He explained that the panel was brought together to lead that conversation because of their breadth of experience and historical perspectives.  
Rotherham, serving as moderator, opened the discussion by asking Samuel Halperin to share his views on the guiding principles behind ESEA and his perspective on how it has evolved. Halperin, who worked in the Office of Education
 when ESEA was first drafted, began by providing an historical overview of the environment that existed prior to ESEA’s enactment.  The early 1960s were a time when the country was expanding -- population growth led to an expansion of housing and highway projects that ultimately created a demand for more schools and teachers.  Teachers were mobilizing and demanding more resources such as new schools.
When the federal government was first asked to lend its support to education, it came from southern conservatives who were the first to see a shortage of investments in education and the need for it.  What was also relevant, according to Halperin, is an understanding of the leadership inside the Office of Education who were driving the development of the legislation.  These were white men who believed the necessary and proper role of the federal government was to lend financial assistance to schools.  President Johnson, who was intimately involved in the development of the legislation, maintained the philosophy that it was important to get the bill passed and that more work in this arena would then be able to continue.
During the development of this seminal legislation, there were three major issues bitterly debated:  1) racial segregation; 2) the requirement that no federal dollars go to schools that were not complying with the law; and 3) issues surrounding the separation of church and state that limited federal dollars from flowing to private and religious schools.  Each of these issues had their own constituencies that needed to be mollified in order to secure passage of the bill. 
ESEA was enacted after the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and its formula for distributing funds created a windfall in the south where there was resistance to the requirements of the Civil Rights Act.  When ESEA became law and its funding formula kicked in, many school districts in the south received a great deal of federal support which created a strong incentive to desegregate, thus coming up against the first two politically charged issues of the day.  In addition, convincing  parents with children in private schools that all children would benefit when poorer, disadvantaged children received additional assistance also proved challenging.
Halperin also noted that the climate of trust that existed during this period is hard to imagine today.  Leaders believed that teachers and administrators were competent in their jobs and that when they had the resources and the tools they needed, poor and disadvantaged students would be better served.  He clarified that the primary emphasis in the legislation was Title I, which provides resources to schools with high numbers of poor and disadvantaged students, and that Johnson was so committed to the goals of ESEA that he put more money in his budget than even the National Education Association was requesting.  
Rotherham then asked Chris Cross for his view on the evolving role and intent of ESEA.  Cross responded that he saw little relationship between the original intent of the law and its current incarnation in the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB).  ESEA was a product of  President Johnson’s war on poverty and, while there were some attempts to include accountability provisions into the original legislation, they did not survive.  The current law does not reflect the same level of trust in teachers and school administrators through its accountability provisions which now hold schools responsible for the achievement of all students, not just special populations.  
Cross also commented that a new president has an opportunity to reform the way the federal agency is organized but, to date, no one has seized that opportunity.  When the U.S. Department of Education was created, its focus was so narrow that the ability to connect to other programs under HEW, such as Head Start, was lost.  He clarified that while the potential of those connections was not being met, had education stayed within that agency, the possibility for those connections would be stronger than they are today.
Jack Jennings began his remarks by clarifying that states have the constitutional responsibility for education, not the federal government.  The reason the federal government became involved was because there were federal needs that were not being met, most prominently in the 1960s and now in our current environment of global competition.    He then focused his remarks on the three major periods that define the federal government’s involvement in education: 1) the formative period; 2) the consolidation and expansion period; and 3) the standards period.

The formative period of the federal government’s involvement occurred between 1955 – 1965.  This period was defined by three major factors:  the baby boomers who created pressure for new schools and teachers; the international competition that resulted from the Russian launch of Sputnik; and the growing interest in poverty and civil rights.  
The consolidation and expansion period that existed from 1966 to 1988 was defined by President Nixon’s and President Reagan’s attempt to eliminate the federal role in education.  Although their efforts were not completely successful, they did blunt the government’s growth.  While general investments were curtailed, there was an acknowledgement that special populations such as migrant and students with disabilities, as well as English language learners, were not receiving the help they needed thus prompting more targeted federal investments.  This shift created a more directed approach to federal funding and removed local school districts’ leverage to decide where and how to spend federal dollars.  In the end, Jennings stated that these programs became too categorical and burdensome to administer.
Starting in 1988 and extending into the current period, the federal government’s role in education has been defined by the standards movement.  This movement was motivated by a general dissatisfaction with academic achievement and the belief that poor children were not being well-served by the existing education systems in this country.    The question in this current period is whether we can improve education for all children, including poor and disadvantaged students.  
Over the next two years, Jennings stated that education architects should be fundamentally rethinking the federal role in education and the purpose of the ESEA. 
Rotherham then asked Katie Haycock to share her perceptions on what went right and what wrong with ESEA.  Haycock began her remarks by stressing that is was important to current efforts to improve student achievement because the core idea of the federal government’s role, from her perspective, is “to look out for children that were most likely to be thrown under the bus.”  Over the last 50 years, our Nation’s leaders have been shown that in most states, poor and disadvantaged students do not do well academically.  As a society, she stated, we tend to blame the families and do not assume any broader responsibility for their failure.
Despite what is known today about successful teaching and productive learning environments, none of the strategies the federal government has employed have changed the patterns that exist, such as providing less skilled teacher, less challenging work and less resources to the neediest students.  What has been revealed is that the hope for the federal investment in education is larger than the reality of the results.  The expectation was that, with additional federal resources, states and districts would move faster to address inequities than they actually did.
Rotherham, couching each reauthorization of ESEA as just tweaking the original version, asked participants what ideas people should be thinking about to truly restructure our nation’s education system.  
Jennings reiterated the fact that education is a state’s responsibility and that the federal government steps in to fill the vacuum because states have not met their responsibilities.  He noted that Title V in the original ESEA was intended to build the capacity of state education agencies but noted that the provision has been stripped bare.   He commented that, if we are going to rethink things, we should put the responsibility back where it legally lies – with the states.
Haycock questioned Jennings assertion, because, she pointed out that the states have never lived up to their responsibilities.  The core idea of ESEA is that federal dollars were supposed to be layered on top of an even base of funding at the state level.  However, states have never applied funding resources evenly across school districts, and they have been allowed to use federal money to fill the gaps.  She then asked, rhetorically, “Who should enforce the states’ responsibilities?”  She finished her comments by stating that common sense dictates that if kids are falling behind, it takes less not more to bring them up.
Rotherham then sought to direct the conversation to the two emerging threads – the issue of states and the “dual client problem” –  how cutting off states at a certain point means potentially cutting off kids.  He asked participants how views on these ideas have changed.
Halperin responded that he did not have any definitive answers but he would like to see more analysis of the notion that people working in education want to do good jobs and do know how.  He lamented that the education centers and regional labs funded by the federal government have never reached the effectiveness and prestige of the National Institutes of Health.  He stated that in education, there are no effective mechanisms to take success and victories in schools and translate them more broadly.  In terms of standards, he noted that there are more standards in architecture and health than there are in education.
Jennings then discussed that the essence of education is an adult helping a child learn.  It is his belief that the federal government should focus on what the adult is helping the child to learn and how the adult is helping them – essentially curriculum and teacher quality.  Starting from that viewpoint, the layers of federal support should be examined to determine their effect on the fundamentals of curriculum and teacher quality.
Jennings moved on to discuss how NCLB is transforming state agencies from compliance oriented organizations to assistive agencies, but they are struggling to find the right people to help them do so.  He questioned whether the U.S. Department of Education is a reform agency that has the most qualified people to do what needs to be done.  With the burden on the state agencies to make these changes, he reminded the audience that state agencies are understaffed with conflicting masters – the federal government and state legislatures.  The people there, he asserted, are trying to make changes happen while being overworked and underpaid.  He reminded the audience that NCLB has a lot of requirements with very little resources.  He asserted that the federal government made a grave mistake by putting so many requirements on the “foot soldiers” and, instead of providing additional resources, threatened to take away what little they had.  He finished his remarks by wondering how we get the people who are expected to implement the requirement of NCLB to do what is needed under these conditions.
Haycock segued by posting the question, “What do rank and file teachers really need?”  She then discussed the frustration among teachers about the various standards among the states and, instead of caring about these political conversations, teachers are desperate for curriculum.  She explained what she has learned from talking with teachers is that they are teaching to the test because they do not have anything else to teach from.  She commented that our education systems are crippled by our nation’s political structure – alluding to the current debate on national standards and local control.  She stated that the major flaw in standards based reform is its assumption that districts had the capacity to create high quality curriculum aligned to the state standards.  According to Haycock, they do not.  The question is then, how do we get teachers what they need when the federal government is prevented from developing curriculum?  She asked, “How do we take this bizarre political structure and make it work?”

Halperin and Jennings then engaged in a conversation on the fundamentals of education and how the federal government can effectively help.  Halperin noted that everyone sees the same facts but comes to a different conclusion about the federal government’s role.  He also shared his concerns about the country’s current economic situation and how that will impact federal funding.  He questioned whether it causes debates over which federal program to eliminate or, as Jennings suggests, leads to a conversation on the fundamentals?   Jennings acknowledged that these are big issues with big disagreements.
Rotherham then moved the conversation to the impact of research and evaluation in informing and changing policy.  Cross acknowledged that the evaluation of professional development and studies by the Government Accounting Office has had an impact but, generally, education research falls short.  He then advocated for strategies that use federal funds as incentives for states to show success.  He again expressed his frustration on the siloing of social service resources that prevents schools and students from receiving the help they need at the right time.

Jennings joined in to discuss the federal government focus on scientifically based research and pointed out how local schools and districts are looking for better resources to employ.  He explained that they are also using data more effectively.  The impact is that teachers have less freedom to teach want they want and there is now more teaching from common elements.  
Haycock stated emphatically that, in terms of research in this country, we are no where near where we need to be.  Education needs more serious research efforts at a level comparable to the National Institutes of Health.  According to Haycock, “we really don’t know what we need to know because we don’t have enough research.”  She argued that the federal government needs to support more research and development in education and provide for consumer protection so that teachers and education leaders can rely on resources labeled as “evidence-based.” 
questions from audience
The first question focused on math and the perception of professors that entering college students are not as well-prepared as in previous years.  The panel refuted this assumption by referring to increasing NAEP scores.  This perception may also be impacted by the fact that many more students are entering college than ever before. 

Another question was focused on the tensions in Congress in addressing the environmental conditions of teaching and learning.  The panelists responded that, because this requires additional investments in education by the federal government, it creates political problems.  Haycock responded that the way the federal government is distributing money exacerbates the problem.  She cited how Mississippi receives less money for poor students than Massachusetts and that sends a certain message.  This is further complicated because currently southern Members of Congress do not support increasing the federal role in education.  She commented that she does not believe the people of southern states are being served well by their elected officials.  The result is that, when activists ask to increase money for the poorest that need it, such as those in southern states, one is essentially asking northerners to send more money to the south while Members representing these districts are actively working to limit or eliminate federal education programs.  This is further complicated by increasing cynicism that money makes no difference.
Jennings then raised the challenge presented by federal fund directed to help schools emerge from improvement status.  When schools use these funds, they are often able to emerge from improvement status but then, as soon as they do, the resources that helped them improve are taken away.  He asserted that money is also needed to sustain efforts by schools struggling to improve services to children.  

Another audience member asked about the federal government’s role in relationship to the schools of education.  Cross commented that it is a labor market and that superintendents have a role in determining whether or not to hire individuals trained at particular schools.  He articulated his believe that education schools will not change without education leaders, such as the superintendents who hire teachers, compelling that change.  

Haycock provided an alternate perspective by referencing the work in Louisiana where officials are collecting value added data on teachers produced in their state institutions and feeding that data back to the schools to demonstrate the effectiveness of the teachers produced at those institutions.  She also referenced the growing teacher residency programs motivated by Tom Payzant in Boston to support individuals transitioning into teaching.
The final audience comment addressed the belief that the most important federalism question this country faces is the proper assignment of roles and responsibilities for education among local, state and the federal government. 

Haycock offered closing comments that conversations examining federal investments in education are almost always focused on problems with ESEA rather than its accomplishments.  She pointed out that teacher satisfaction today is as high as it has been in a number of years and that education systems are improving, but not fast enough according to some critics.  The purpose of the federal law is to make sure the neediest kids receive the assistance they need to succeed.
For more information on event participants or to listen to the audio taping, please visit the Education Sector’s website at http://www.educationsector.org/events/events_show.htm?doc_id=663259. 
� The Office of Education was housed  in the U.S. Department of Health, Education and Welfare.  This agency was split under President Jimmy Carter in the U.S. Department of Education and the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services.
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