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On Thursday, February 25, the House Budget Committee heard testimony from Secretary of Education Arne Duncan regarding the Administration’s FY 2011 budget request for the Department of Education (ED) and the programs it oversees.  


WITNESSES

· Secretary of Education Arne Duncan (accompanied by Thomas P. Skelly, Director of ED’s Budget Service)
OPENING STATEMENTs & DISCUSSION

Budget Committee Chairman John Spratt (D-NC) welcomed Secretary Duncan and Skelly to the hearing, and delivered opening remarks that were complimentary of ED’s work to date during the Obama Administration.  He was particularly encouraged by ED’s intentions to invest in “what works” going forward and the emphasis on implementing innovative strategies in education reform.

Ranking Member Paul Ryan (R-WI) was not able to attend the hearing, as he was participating in the bipartisan summit on healthcare reform at the White House.  In his place, Representative Jeb Hensarling (R-TX), the next highest-ranking Republican on the Committee, gave some opening remarks that focused on his concerns related to the increasing national debt and deficit.  Noting that the overall budget request places a freeze on most domestic discretionary spending, he pointed out that ED would get an increase in the budget, and said that changing some of the existing funding streams from discretionary to mandatory spending obscured the figures behind the request.  

WITNESS STATEMENT

Secretary Duncan

Secretary Duncan opened his testimony by giving an overview of ED’s efforts to distribute funds made available to the agency via last year’s American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA), saying, “This legislation will deliver nearly $100 billion to Recovery Act recipients, including States and school districts, to help address budget shortfalls in the midst of the most severe financial crisis and economic recession since the Great Depression.”  The Department has awarded more than $69 billion of these funds to date, averting an “educational catastrophe,” laying the groundwork for education reform, and supporting 300,000 education jobs, according to Duncan. 

Related to higher education efforts, Duncan noted that the House has passed the Student Aid and Fiscal Responsibility Act (SAFRA), which would reform postsecondary student aid programs, mostly through requiring the conversion of all Federal Family Education Loans to the ED-run Direct Loan program, and allow investment of the resulting savings in a more generous Pell Grant program; low-cost student loans; President Obama’s American Graduation Initiative; and the President’s Early Learning Challenge Fund. SAFRA also includes investments in Historically Black Colleges and Universities and minority-serving institutions.  Duncan said, “Our 2011 budget request strongly supports SAFRA, and we are working to win Senate approval for it as soon as possible.”

Turning to the $50.7 billion FY 2011 ED budget request, Duncan characterized the requested 7.5% increase over FY 2010 spending as an “historic increase”, and one that is the “key” to the country’s economic security.  Of the requested $3.5 billion increase, $3 billion would go to K-12 programs, and the Administration will submit a budget amendment requesting an additional $1 billion if ESEA reauthorization legislation is approved this year.  As ED formulated its budget request, several “high-priority performance goals” were identified.  These goals will be a focus for the agency over the next two years.  According to the Secretary, these goals “will help measure the success of the Department’s cradle-to-career education strategy” and “reflect the importance of teaching and learning at all levels in the education system.”  They include “supporting reform of struggling schools, improvements in the quality of teaching and learning, implementation of comprehensive statewide data systems, and simplifying student aid.” 

Related to K-12 education and the Department’s ESEA reauthorization vision, Duncan told the Committee that their expected proposal would increase the role of competition in awarding ESEA funds to support a greater emphasis on programs that are achieving successful results.  Further, he said, “We believe that our goals of providing greater incentives and rewards for success, increasing the role of competition in Federal education programs, supporting college- and career-readiness, turning around low-performing schools, and putting effective teachers in every classroom and effective leaders in every school require a restructuring of ESEA program authorities.”  These goals are supported by the budget request’s proposal to consolidate 38 existing programs into 11 new, larger programs.  

Regarding postsecondary education, Duncan highlighted the proposal to create a College Pathways and Accelerated Learning program.  This program aims to increase high school graduation rates and preparation for college by providing students in high-poverty schools opportunities to take advanced coursework that supports college enrollment.  As proposed, the new initiative would also expand access to accelerated learning opportunities such as Advanced Placement and International Baccalaureate courses, dual-enrollment programs and “early college high schools” that allow students to earn a high school degree and an Associate’s degree or two years of college credit simultaneously.

He also pointed to the proposal to strengthen the Pell Grant program, the Federal Perkins Loan program, student loan programs and tuition tax credits to support would-be college students, saying, “In combination with SAFRA, the 2011 request would make available more than $156 billion in new grants, loans and work-study assistance—an increase of $58 billion or 60 percent over the amount available in 2008—to help almost 15 million students and their families pay for college.” 
MEMBER QUESTIONS

Chairman Spratt opened the questioning by asking about the pending SAFRA legislation and how the $87 billion it would save through changes to federal student loan programs might be spent.  He also specifically asked about the Perkins Loan program changes.  Duncan noted that the savings would support arguably the most effective investment in education spending—the expansion of high quality early learning programs that would provide services to some of the poorest families so that their children would show up to kindergarten or first grade ready to learn.  He also said the expansion in federal aid programs would support increased college graduation, and said the changes to the Perkins program would expand access to a program that is working.  Chairman Spratt also asked whether arts education was being put on the “back burner” in the budget request.  Duncan said that he has heard concerns about the proposed consolidation of programs, including the Arts in Education program, but that the subjects that currently fall outside of the accountability rubric would be provided an extra $100 million in total funding in his request.  He conceded that current law has resulted in a narrowing of the curriculum and is hopeful the newly proposed “Effective Teaching and Learning for a Well-Rounded Education “ program would reverse that trend. 

In winding remarks that ultimately led to a question about the District of Columbia’s voucher program, Representative Hensarling spoke largely about what he considers to be excessive federal spending, and asked Secretary Duncan how the country will pay for the spending the budget proposes.  Duncan argued that education investments are the best investments that can be made, and invited Representative Hensarling and others to hold ED accountable for the results of these investments.  Related to Representative Hensarling’s criticism of the decision to end DC’s voucher program and his assertion that is was providing young people good educational outcomes, Secretary Duncan countered that research shows that voucher programs produce mixed results and that the School Improvement Fund, as proposed, would support improvement at all DC schools, ultimately providing better options for more students and families than the voucher program.

Representative Allyson Schwartz (D-PA) praised Secretary Duncan  for the ARRA funds and their effects in Pennsylvania and in her district.  She also asked about the budget’s proposed investments in STEM (science, technology, engineering and mathematics) education, noting that the industries in her district rely on skilled professionals in these fields.  Duncan pointed to a proposed $300 million investment in STEM education, and agreed that STEM programs and fields are crucial to the country’s future.  

The appropriate role of the federal government in local education policies was the focus of comments from Representative Scott Garrett (R-NJ).  He argued that the funds the federal government uses to support large programs like Race to the Top (RTTT) and other ARRA initiatives would be better left in the hands of taxpayers who could support local decisions about educating their children without excessive federal intervention.  Duncan noted that not all families have good educational options at the local level, and that ARRA and other programs seek to improve them.

Being from Texas, Representative Lloyd Doggett (D-TX) was visibly upset that his state’s governor has chosen not to pursue RTTT funds, and argued that the State Fiscal Stabilization Funds (SFSF) made available via ARRA to the state never trickled down to districts as intended.  He also would very much like to see a set aside in the Title I program for Early Childhood Learning programs, and was bothered by the fact that the Teach for America (TFA) program would not get directed funding under the budget proposal, but would have to compete for federal funding.   Duncan noted that under the budget proposal, districts would be eligible to apply for RTTT funds, and bypass uncooperative governors.  He also noted that districts would be able to pursue Investing in Innovation (i3) funds.  Regarding TFA, he said that the program might actually win more funds under the new structure than they are currently receiving via directed funding.

Representative Cynthia Lummis (R-WY) shared the frustration of her state’s educators with some of the rigid requirements of ARRA and other programs, noting that her state is a largely rural one, which makes compliance difficult at times.  Duncan was sympathetic and noted that he and his staff are trying to make it easier for rural states and districts to apply for and win federal dollars, and are considering giving such areas competitive advantages in certain programs.  

Representative Bob Etheridge (D-NC), a former superintendent of education in North Carolina, had concerns regarding the budget proposal’s elimination of directed funding for the National Board of Professional Teaching Standards (NBPTS).  Duncan conceded that there are “no easy answers” in trying to address certain issues around teacher certification, and noted that NBPTS will be able to apply for competitive grant funds.

Focusing on the size of the Education Department and the $105,000 average salary of its employees, Representative Jim Jordan (R-OH) argued that many teachers, who make at best about one-half the amount of ED employees, feel the agency does little to help them in the classroom.  He also asked Secretary Duncan about his plans for hiring new employees.  The Secretary noted that last year, the overall number of employees at the agency went down; this year, it could go up to around 4,500.

Representative Betty McCollum (D-MN) voiced concerns over the RTTT application process, noting that states, including Minnesota, were spending tremendous time and resources applying for money they only might get.  The trend toward competitive grant funding in K-12 education causes her some alarm.  Duncan noted that programs like Title I and IDEA will continue to be formula grant programs, but that the competitive grant opportunities have driven state education reform efforts—a benefit to the country, he believes.  

Pay for performance and similar proposals bogged down efforts to change ESEA in 2007, according to Representative John Yarmuth (D-KY).  He asked Secretary Duncan about his reform proposals and how he might avoid some of the pitfalls of previous reform efforts that addressed certain incentives for teachers and others.  Duncan said he thinks the system and its compensation structures should reward gains, and those can be designed in a number of ways, including building-wide incentives that foster a community of accountability and excellence.

Revisiting earlier comments from Republican panel members regarding the federal debt and deficit, Representative Bobby Scott (D-VA) argued that the state of the federal deficit is attributable to the previous Administration and that the “budget was wrecked” when President Obama assumed office.  He then asked about efforts to address the growing achievement gap and troubling national high school dropout rate of 27%.  Duncan assured Representative Scott that he and his team are committed to narrowing the achievement gap and making sure that all high school graduates are college- and career-ready.  

Representative Kurt Schrader (D-OR) asked whether Secretary Duncan was going to be flexible in requiring School Improvement Grant recipients to implement one of the four turnaround models as included in current guidance on the program.  Being from a rural district, he noted that these models are difficult—if not impossible—for some of his districts to implement.  Duncan said the he is going to be “tough minded” on this program, as he is concerned that the schools that are persistently short-changing their students are perpetuating poverty and will have to abandon the status quo to better serve young people.  Representative Schrader also noted that current law’s “highly qualified teacher” provisions can be problematic for rural educators.  Duncan said he anticipates changes that acknowledge certain difficulties and will focus on “highly effective” teaching versus satisfying a certain set of requirements.  

Representative Gwen Moore (D-WI) expressed dismay at the proposed level funding for Title I programs, despite Secretary Duncan’s assertion that additional ARRA funds would be available to the program in FY 2011.  In addition, she was concerned about the proposed elimination of funding for the TRIO program.  Duncan noted that current participants in the program would be eligible to compete for funds in the College Access and Completion program proposal.

The proposed level funding for Title I and IDEA funding was also a point of contention for Representative Rosa DeLauro (D-CT), who noted that despite the ARRA funds available for FY 2011 in these programs, states would be facing a funding “cliff” at some point without increases in these programs.  She also spoke about her concern that TFA is losing its directed funding.  Finally, she cited the proposed changes in the 21st Century Community Learning Center program that would make it a competitive grant program as troubling.  Duncan noted his established commitment to afterschool and extended learning time programs, and said that the newly proposed Successful, Safe and Healthy Students program would support these and other efforts.  He also said that if ESEA is reauthorized, and ED receives the additional $1 billion that they hope results, he sees a portion of that money being invested in afterschool.

Representative Rick Larsen (D-WA) said that he and many of his colleagues are excited about the student loan reform proposals in SAFRA and the budget request.  Duncan said the changes present a “staggering opportunity” to invest in early childhood, the Pell Grant program, college access, minority-serving institutions of higher education and community colleges.  When asked to detail the community college proposal and how it might dovetail with the Workforce Investment Act reauthorization, Duncan said he and his team are meeting with staff at the Department of Labor to support and build on the President’s goal of getting more young people in and through college.  

Conclusion

Secretary Duncan will be appearing before other Congressional panels in coming weeks to discuss education spending and reform plans.  He will appear before the House Education and Labor Committee on March 3, and the Senate and House Labor, Health and Human Services and Education Appropriations Subcommittees on March 17 and 18, respectively.  He will surely face additional questions about the Administration’s plans for reauthorizing ESEA, funding issues that could affect states and districts after the ARRA funding is spent, and how his vision for K-12 education reform and significant changes to higher education programs will be affected if Congress fails to pass a new version of ESEA or the stalled SAFRA legislation.

For a copy of Secretary Duncan’s testimony before the Budget Committee, visit http://budget.house.gov/hearings/2010/02.25.2010_Duncan_Testimony.pdf.
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