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Today Secretary of Education, Margaret Spellings, appeared before the House Appropriations Subcommittee on Labor, Health and Human Services and Education to defend the President’s FY 2009 budget for those government agencies.  The tone of the hearing was respectful and all Members present acknowledged Secretary Spelling’s years of service in the Bush Administration.  To the audience, however, they expressed varying degrees of disappoint in the President’s proposal.
 

Joining Committee Chairman David Obey (D-WI) at the hearing were the following Members of the Subcommittee: Representatives Lowey (D-NY), DeLauro (D-CT), Jackson (D-IL),Roybal-Allard (D-CA), Lee (D-CA), Udall (D-NM), Honda (D-CA), McCollum (D-MN), Ryan (D-OH), Walsh (R-NY), Regula (R-OH), Peterson (R-PA), Weldon (R-FL), Simpson (R-ID) and Rehberg (R-MT).

 

In his opening statement Chairman Obey (D-WI) expressed strong disapproval of a budget plan that cuts $18 billion in domestic spending over the previous year.  He said the budget leaves the Congress with two options.  First, the Administration could agree to compromise and work can be done.  Second, the Congress can simply wait for a new President. He told the Secretary he was hopeful that option number one would be selected.  The Secretary said she would deliver the message.

 

Obey went on to say he had voted for the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) because he wanted to support the new President and he took him at his word that spending for Title I would increase significantly under the proposal.  Instead, he said the Congress had been presented with eight years of declining increases.

 

Secretary Spellings began her testimony by reiterating the roll of the federal government in support of education—equalizing resources throughout the nation and directing dollars to serve the constituents needing the most help including low-income students and communities, special education students and English Language Learners.  As a result of her travels she is convinced that NCLB is making a real difference, providing states with the funds they need to improve instruction, curriculum and better preparing students for college and the workforce.  Focusing on reading and math, as the critical foundation to learning, is appropriate with limited federal resources, according to Spellings.  The Secretary noted important increases in essential programs—Title I, IDEA, ESL and Pell Grants.  Though 47 programs are in fact eliminated in the President’s budget, these are programs that are small and therefore have a lesser impact or have been determined by the OMB Part Review to be ineffective.  In closing, the Secretary praised Chairman Obey for his obvious commitment to education.

 

The first questions came from Congressman James Walsh (R-NY) who noted that funding for IDEA would increase under the President’s plan, but expressed concern that the increase still was far short of the 40 percent goal of federal support that had been in the statute for more than 25 years.  He asked the Secretary if that goal could ever be achieved.

 

In response Spellings noted that special education costs continue to rise as schools get better at identifying students in need of services; as medicine makes it possible for infants with disabilities to survive and attend school; and as NCLB puts added expectations on the quality of special education services.  As a nine percent investor in education nationwide, the 40 percent mark, according to Spellings, is a tough one to achieve.  

 

Congresswoman Betty McCollum (D-MN) expressed great frustration that the Administration’s budget does not meet the policy goals that the Administration’s rhetoric seems to support.  Once again the budget proposes cuts and program eliminations that Congress has repeatedly rejected.  Her constituents tell her the funding mechanism of NCLB is broken and what the federal government cuts, the states can’t afford to provide.  She asked the Secretary how she expects schools to make up for the elimination of school counseling programs, mentoring programs, cuts in Afterschool programs and asked how much is being spent nationally on testing.  

 

The Secretary responded that NCLB requires one round of tests each year.  States that do more testing are not doing it in response to the law.  NCLB requires grade level achievement for all students in math and reading by 2014.  These are critical gateway skills that must be mastered before students can master other subject matter.

 

Congressman Dennis Rehberg (R-MT) also began his remarks saying he had supported NCLB and agreed that it had achieved some degree of success.  He questioned the Secretary about cuts—large and small—to many programs important to Native American students in Montana and said the problem to him was the cumulative impact.  In particular, when the government cuts Impact Aid, according to Rehberg, there is no way to fill in the gap.  

 

Spellings reiterated that the Administration prefers to fund large, flexible programs rather than small ones that have questionable impact.  Rehberg commented that he strongly disagreed with the overall plan and said he didn’t “know what they were smoking down there but their plan just isn’t working”.  He reminded the Secretary that he had voted to override the President’s veto of the LHHS bill last year and would likely do that again.

 

Congresswoman Barbara Lee (D-CA) also admonished the Secretary for the elimination of funding for mentoring programs, school counseling funds and other programs that target low-income and minority students.   

 

The friendliest questioner on the panel was Congressman Ralph Regula (R-OH).  He asked about the loss of funding for dropout prevention programs and asked the Secretary to describe the Teacher Incentive Funds program, also expressing support for the increase in Advanced Placement.

 

Congresswoman Lucille Roybal-Allard (D-CA) noted modest increases in the English Language Learner Grants and Migrant Education but said it was not nearly enough to make up for years of neglect and an exploding Latino population.  In addition, she was troubled by cuts to higher education programs providing funds to Hispanic Serving Institutions and Historically Black Colleges and Universities. In response, Spellings noted an Office of Management and Budget (OMB) Program Assessment Rating Tool (PART) review and said in her view, NCLB had helped to direct many new resources to Hispanic students as a result of the requirements regarding disaggregating of assessment data.

 

The Secretary’s original budget request to OMB was the focus of questioning from Congressman Mike Simpson (R-ID).  He asked the Secretary specifically what she had asked for and what she had been given.  Her response was “I do not recall” but she said she would forward that information to the Subcommittee.  Simpson also criticized the elimination of funding for Career and Technical Education.  Given the demand for technically skilled workers he asked what schools were expected to do to make up for this loss of funding.  Spellings responded that AP funding, the recommendations from the Math panel and STEM teacher training dollars in Title II could all help address this need.  Simpson commented on the importance of the arts in schools and providing a well-rounded curriculum.  His final question was since Pell Grants for kids will simply allow some students to leave low-performing schools, what will happen to the children left behind?  The Secretary responded with mention of Congressman Rahm Emanuel’s (D-IL) expanded charter school initiative.

 

Congressman Mike Honda (D-CA) pointed out ironies between Secretary Spelling’s written testimony and the spending recommendations in the budget proposal.  First, if the Administration supports big, proven, flexible programs why cut Title II of NCLB to fund the unproven and significantly smaller Teacher Incentive Fund?  Second, why would you cut programs that provide funds to higher education institutions to pay for Pell Grants that go to students directly?  And, reiterating the point made by Congressman Simpson, why would you give Pell Grant to some kids, likely those from higher income families, to escape low-performing schools, leaving poor kids behind with fewer resources?  Honda also questioned the wisdom of taking ACI/Smart funds away from higher education and shifting them to other programs, given the goal of increasing American competitiveness?

 

Congressman John Peterson (R-PA) returned to the elimination of funding for Career and Technical Education and the Technology Grant program and, in a strongly worded statement, chastised the Bush Administration for ignoring the need in rural communities for dollars that support students who are not likely to pursue higher education.

 

Congressman Jesse Jackson (D-IL) bemoaned the fact that the Administration failed to embrace their responsibility to help close the achievement gap for poor and minority children by providing adequate funding to those states lacking the resources to educate poor children.

 

Spellings responded that she agreed with the notion that the federal responsibility is to level the playing field and she believes NCLB is accomplishing just that.

 

Congressman Tim Ryan (D-OH) questioned the notion that because a program is small it shouldn’t get funding.  On the other hand, if the funding grew, these important programs could have a greater impact.  Mentoring initiatives were his prime example.  Ryan also criticized elimination of funding for Career and Technical Education and the cut in the 21st Center Community Learning Centers (CCLC) program.  Spellings responded that the goal for 21st CCLC is to recast it to make it look more like Supplemental Education Services and therefore more targeted to providing academic support for eligible students.

 

Congresswoman Rosa DeLauro (D-CT) commented that she was “glad this is the last budget on education” that the Congress will receive from this Administration as each one been more disappointing than the last.  She expressed particular outrage at the proposal to take the Afterschool program and turn it into vouchers, a recommendation that she finds incomprehensible.

 

Congresswoman Nita Lowey (D-NY) was similarly stunned by a proposal to cut funding for over 10,000 Afterschool centers and instead use the funds for scholarships.  This is a program, according to Lowey, that has been under funded for years.  Finally, last year the Congress was able to provide an increase that will help the very communities that need these programs most and now the Administration is proposing dramatic changes.  Lowey said the only thing to assume is that support for Afterschool is not a priority for this Administration.  Spellings did not respond.

 

The final questioner was Chairman Obey.  Rather than question, he reiterated a long list of concerns about the budget proposal and the need for compromise on the part of the Administration if a bill is to be written and signed by the President this year.  He expressed great frustration with last year’s process and made it clear he does not intend a repeat performance.

To view the Secretary’s full statement visit: http://www.ed.gov/news/pressreleases/2008/02/02262008.html
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