The 110th Congress: 

A Mine Field or Land of Opportunity for School Improvement ? 
As the stunning results of the mid term elections of 2006 continue to reverberate through the halls of Congress, federal education budgetary and policy issues hang in uncertain limbo. On the budget front, funding for federal education programs for this current fiscal year are stuck in appropriations gridlock.  It is now very unlikely that a bill will be passed by the lame duck 109th Congress. The new Democratic leadership will thus have to somehow resolve a severe budgetary crisis for FY 2007 at the opening bell of the 110th Congress in February and very soon thereafter start a difficult appropriations process for FY 2008.   
Similarly on the policy front, the legislative pipeline is clogging up with big reauthorization deadlines including the Elementary and Secondary Education Act set to expire in September of 2007 (ESEA) and the Education Sciences Reform Act in 2008 (ESRA).  The education authorizing committees in both the House and the Senate are now gearing up for a very full and tough round of hearings and policy discussions during 2007 and into 2008. There appear to be no easy answers to the complex maze of contentious issues contained in these authorizing statutes.

With such a daunting array of controversial issues and unfinished business awaiting  the 110th Congress, will the new leadership be able to move a necessarily bi-partisan education agenda or will it become mired in leftover political and policy dynamics beyond the new leadership’s capacity to control?    There are three hopeful ways that this new Congress could move an education agenda in meaningful directions.
First, the long term budget deficit outlook does not inspire optimism for new levels of funding for education. But the Democrat leadership’s commitment to pay-go (ie offsetting funding increases in one part of the budget with cuts in other areas) just might stimulate an old fashioned guns-and -butter debate about the Iraq war. The near universal political mood to change course in Iraq may eventually produce spending savings that could be then re-allocated to domestic needs including education. This is a long shot scenario for the year ahead but still within the realm of possibility for the out years.   

Second, the standards-based reform framework upon which the past three reauthorizations of ESEA --- including No Child Left Behind Act --- have been based continues to receive fundamental support from most policy makers and education groups.  Most of the criticisms about NCLB have centered on more specific issues relating to poor implementation, jurisdictional questions, technical accountability problems, and insufficient capacity in terms of funding and expertise.  While these issues are mightily important and clearly contentious, the standards-based framework remains intact, creating a common ground for fundamental policy agreement on both sides of the aisle.  I expect it to again serve as the basis of the next reauthorization and bi-partisan action.           
Third, in keeping with this standards-based construct, I believe that federal education policy is headed out of the morass of top-down, compliance-driven accountability and towards a new era focusing on bottom-up innovation in school improvement.   As I have noted in previous SIIW articles, education policy has evolved in phases over the past 15 years in concert with the implementation of the elements of standards-based reform. The focus on standards and assessments in the late 1980’s and early 1990’s spawned a major focus on the alignment of assessments, curriculum, and assessments in the 1990’s which in turn begat the current emphasis on accountability. The next logical step in this standards-based continuum is a more comprehensive and vigorous focus on school improvement --- when significant new resources and expertise would be targeted both to turning around low performing schools and to building a knowledge capacity and infrastructure for sustained improvement. And I believe this is where the federal education policy in general and the next reauthorization of ESEA are headed. 
And finally, should the next reauthorization of ESEA focus on school improvement as expected,   the time will be ripe for the emergence of education research and development as a key catalyst for improvement through the reauthorization of the Education Sciences Reform Act. Current law, I believe, under values and underestimates what it takes to produce, transfer, apply and manage scientifically-based knowledge in specific circumstances and contexts.  If various advocacy efforts are effective, knowledge transfer and utilization can and should become a central organizing concept of reform in the second session of the 110th Congress. 

As history tells us, Congress can all too easily lapse into a do-nothing stalemate. But this time around there is some promise that the 110th Congress might be able avoid political mine fields and become a land of opportunity for school improvement.     

