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Legislation and Guidance
Trump Budget Would Bring Significant Cuts to Education 
Early Thursday, the Trump Administration released its so-called “skinny” budget proposal for fiscal year 2018, which begins on October 1st.  The proposal outlines broad budget requests rather than offering a detailed description of the Administration’s fiscal policy.  The budget includes significant cuts to funding for some programs housed at the U.S. Department of Education (ED), but also calls for a boost in spending on school choice initiatives.  

Overall, the President’s proposal would result in a 13 percent cut to ED’s current $68.2 billion budget.  Some programs under the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) would face elimination, including the $2.25 billion Supporting Effective Instruction State Grant program under Title II, which helps to fund professional development opportunities for teachers, and the $1 billion 21st Century Community Learning Centers program, which supports after-school activities.  The Administration cites a lack of evidence regarding the impact of these programs on student achievement, stating that the Title II program is “poorly targeted and spread thinly across thousands of districts.” 

The budget takes aim at a number of higher education initiatives as well, eliminating the Federal Supplemental Educational Opportunity Grant program – a source of financial aid for low-income college students – and “significantly” reducing the scope of the federal work-study program for college students.  In addition, the Administration proposes reductions to funding for the federal TRIO program, which provides services to low-income and first-generation college students, and the Gaining Early Awareness and Readiness for Undergraduate Programs (GEAR UP).  Pell Grants would be funded at current levels, but $4 billion of the current Pell Grant reserves, which lawmakers on both sides of the aisle have proposed using to restore year-round Pell Grants, would be cut. 

One area that the President leaves untouched is special education.  The budget plans for the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act to be flat-funded at approximately $13 billion for the upcoming fiscal year.  

On the school choice front, the President calls for a $1.4 billion investment to expand school options for K-12 students with $168 million being allocated to the charter school grant program under ESSA and $250 million being reserved for a new private school choice program.  In addition, the Administration proposes providing an additional $1 billion in funding for Title I of ESSA that would allow federal dollars to follow students to the school of their choice – a funding method known as “portability” that was included in the House of Representatives’ version of ESSA in 2015.  Ultimately lawmakers did not include it in the final bill, but they did incorporate a pilot program that allows up 50 school districts to use weighted student funding formulas and consolidate State, local, and federal dollars for disadvantaged students.   

The “skinny” budget makes no specific mention of a number of other education programs, such as career and technical education, but does call for the “elimination or reduction of over 20 categorical programs that do not address national needs, duplicate other programs, or are more appropriately supported with State, local, or private funds.”  Some of those programs potentially on the chopping block include Striving Readers and Impact Aid Support Payments for Federal Property.  
In a statement released yesterday, Secretary of Education Betsy DeVos praised the President’s budget proposal stating that “[t]axpayers deserve to know their dollars are being spent efficiently and effectively” and that “[t]his budget is the first step in investing in education programs that work, and maintaining our Department’s focus on supporting States and school districts in providing an equal opportunity for a quality education to all students.” 

The issuance of the President’s 2018 budget blueprint is the first step in a long budget and appropriations process and serves mostly as a recommendation to Congress.  Congress holds the core responsibility for federal budgeting and appropriations, which means lawmakers can accept or reject the President’s proposals for federal spending.  However, the budget does function as an important signal of the Administration’s policy priorities for the upcoming year, which for K-12 education appears to align with the President’s ongoing promise to expand school choice initiatives. 

The President’s full 2018 budget proposal is available here. 

Resources:

Alyson Klein, “Trump Budget Would Make Massive Cuts to Ed. Dept., But Boost School Choice,” Education Week: Politics K-12, March 16, 2017. 

Author: KSC
ED Issues New State Plan Template
On Monday the U.S. Department of Education (ED) released a new template for States to use in submitting their consolidated State plans under the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA).  This State plan template replaces the version released by the Obama Administration in November and is based solely on the statute, reflecting action taken by Congress last week to repeal ESSA accountability regulations published late last year in concert with the latest version of the State plan.

States will have the option of using this new template, or a template created in collaboration with the Council of Chief State School Officers.  They can also apply for programs individually.  These options mean that States who have already finished drafting their State plan will have to reformat their existing work to meet the new template.  And ED says that the new version of the State plan should be “far shorter” than under the previous version.  The new version of the template is also organized by statutory provision, rather than thematically, making it more difficult for States to copy and paste older versions of their State plan.

Notably absent from the new version are requirements to show evidence of how a State sought consultation from stakeholders, and ED notes that the new template will require only the statutory description of how a State plans to use teacher equity data, removing some of the additional requirements in the previous version of the plan.  However, this does not mean States are now exempt from consultation.  A note in the template says that “although the content of the revised template has been limited to what is absolutely necessary for the Department to fully consider a consolidated State plan, each [State educational agency (SEA)] is responsible for implementing and abiding by all of the SEA requirements of the ESEA and all applicable Federal laws, including applicable civil rights laws.”  This means that States must carefully review the statute to ensure they are meeting all requirements, even if not part of the State application.

The new template, said Secretary of Education Betsy DeVos in remarks to the Council of Great City Schools the same day, will allow States and districts to implement the law with “maximum flexibility.”  DeVos added: “Too often the Department of Education has gone outside its established authority and created roadblocks, wittingly or unwittingly for parents and educators alike.  This isn't right, nor is it acceptable.  Under this administration, we will break this habit."

Democrats in Congress were not happy with the template, particularly its move to deemphasize stakeholder input.  "We are disappointed that Secretary DeVos is casting aside input from teachers, parents and stakeholders and is refusing to implement the Every Student Succeeds Act as Congress intended," said Senator Patty Murray (D-WA) and Representative Bobby Scott (D-VA) in a statement. "Without the strong federal guardrails ESSA puts in place—including requirements for stakeholder consultation and a common state plan—decision making becomes less transparent and puts our most vulnerable children at risk of falling through the cracks."  Advocacy groups also expressed dismay about the lack of requirement that stakeholder consultation be documented.  "Governors are concerned that the Department's revised template fails to prioritize proper stakeholder engagement, even though it is a core requirement within the law," said the National Governors’ Association (NGA).

Recognizing that the release of a new template so close to the first submission deadline of April 3rd may create some problems, the template gives States who have selected that submission window a little flexibility.  In order to provide the required 30-day review period for governors, States may submit their plan to ED as late as May 3rd, so long as the governor receives it by April 3rd.  And because the September submission date comes well after most States will have started the school year, ED says that for the 2017-18 school year, it will award funds to States based on their agreement to a revised set of assurances, rather than on an approved State plan.  In a summary accompanying the State plan, ED says those revised assurances will be released no later than June.

The new State plan template and accompanying documents are available here.

Resources: 
Alyson Klein, “Trump Education Dept. Releases New ESSA Guidelines,” Education Week: Politics K-12, March 13, 2017.
Author: JCM

Executive Order Calls for Reorganization of Agencies

In an executive order issued Monday, the President called on the Office of Management and Budget (OMB) to come up with a plan to eliminate unnecessary agencies, offices, and programs.  Under the order, each agency head has 180 days to come up with a plan that would “improve the efficiency, effectiveness, and accountability” of that agency.

As part of this process, OMB will publish a notice in the Federal Register asking for public comments on improving the organization and function of the executive branch.  Then, no more than 180 days after that comment period is closed, OMB must submit a complete reorganization plan to the President.  That plan must take into account “whether some or all of the functions of an agency…. Would be better left to State or local governments or to the private sector through free enterprise” as well as whether functions are “justified by the public benefit [they] provide,” and what the cost could be to shutting down agencies or offices.  

It is no secret that the Trump Administration plans to shrink the size and scope of the federal government – Secretary of Education Betsy DeVos said in her first speech to staff that she would be reevaluating the role of and need for various offices – but the scale of this reorganization is unprecedented.  And it will take a significant amount of time – likely longer than the year given – to come up with this kind of massive reorganization plan.  

The executive order is available here.

Author: JCM

Reports
NCES Updates Free and Reduced-Price Lunch Data
The National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) recently updated data on public school students that are eligible for free or reduced-price lunch (FRPL).  This data is used to determine high-poverty and low-poverty districts, which is an important distinction for many federal programs, including Title I of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA).  The updated data continues to show that black and Hispanic students make up the largest percentage of students in high-poverty schools. 

Low-poverty schools are defined as public schools where 25.0 percent or less of the students are eligible for FRPL, and mid-low poverty schools as those where 25.1 to 50.0 percent of the students are eligible for FRPL.  In school year 2014–15, some 20 percent of public school students attended low-poverty schools, and 24 percent of public school students attended high-poverty schools.  In school year 2014–15, nearly half of Hispanic and black public school students, one-third of American Indian/Alaska Native students, and one-quarter of Pacific Islander students attended high-poverty schools.  In contrast, 17 percent of students of two or more races, 15 percent of Asian students, and 8 percent of white students attended high-poverty schools.

The distribution of public schools at different poverty concentrations varied by school locale (i.e., city, suburb, town, or rural).  In school year 2014–15, a majority of students attending city (67 percent) and town (59 percent) schools were in a high-poverty or mid-high poverty school while a majority of students attending suburban (60 percent) and rural (52 percent) schools were in a low-poverty or mid-low poverty school.  Some 41 percent of students attending city schools were in a high-poverty school, compared with 19 percent of students attending town schools, 18 percent of students attending suburban schools, and 14 percent of students attending rural schools.  In contrast, the percentage of students attending suburban schools who were in a low-poverty school (32 percent) was about four times as large as the corresponding percentage of students attending town schools (8 percent).  The percentage of students attending suburban schools who were in a low-poverty school was also higher than the percentages of students attending city and rural schools who were in a low-poverty school (13 and 17 percent, respectively).

While NCES will continue to track this data across school locales and racial subgroups, the high concentration of certain minority groups in high-poverty schools highlights current concerns regarding accountability for student achievement at the subgroup level, as well as concerns over funding for public education.  Congress recently rescinded accountability regulations promulgated by the Obama Administration, without offering replacement rules to govern implementation of the Every Student Succeeds Act, which goes into effect in the next school year.  While the Trump Administration has claimed that education is a civil rights issue, the lack of rules governing accountability, a recent budget proposal that would make significant cuts to federal education programs, and an executive order that could see the U.S. Department of Education's authority significantly reduced, has many education advocates wondering what the federal government will do to ensure student achievement increases at high-poverty schools.  So far, administration proposals have been limited to calls for an increase in school choice options for low-income students at failing schools.  Data like this from NCES will likely be referenced from opponents and supporters of the current Administration in calling for action.

Author: SAS
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