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HOUSE BEGINS CONSIDERATION OF THIS YEAR’S EDUCATION 
FUNDING BILL:  First Version Falls Short of Congressional Promises 

 
Last week, a House appropriations subcommittee approved a spending bill that would 
provide $55.4 billion for the U.S. Department of Education for fiscal year 2004.  While 
the bill restores funding to most of the 46 education programs that were proposed for 
elimination in the President’s budget, it still includes $1.1 billion in cuts to education 
programs and eliminates funding for 10 programs, including a dropout prevention 
program that helps schools implement effective dropout prevention and re-entry efforts.   
 
The bill also fails to meet many of the spending promises that were made in this year’s 
congressional budget plan as well as the authorized amounts in the No Child Left Behind 
Act (NCLB).  For Title I, the bill provided $12.35 billion, a $666 million increase, but still 
$444 million short of the $1 billion increase provided in the congressional budget 
resolution.  This amount is over $6 billion below the amount authorized by the No Child 
Left Behind Act for fiscal 2004.  Overall, the bill falls more than $9 billion below the 
level promised by Congress and the President when NCLB was signed into law. 
 
In a bit of good news, the bill restores dramatic cuts made to three programs in the 
President’s budget—the Smaller Learning Communities program, 21st Century Learning 
Communities, and vocational education.  Funded at $161 million last year, the Smaller 
Learning Communities program was targeted for elimination by President Bush’s 2004 
budget.  The program provides school districts with funds to plan, implement or expand 
smaller learning communities in large high schools of 1,000 students or more with a goal 
of no more than 600 students in each learning community.  The bill reported out of 
subcommittee not only restores the funding cut, it increases total funding to $175 million. 
 
The 21st Century Learning Communities program (afterschool) received $1 billion in 
fiscal 2003, but was slated for a 40 percent cut in the President’s budget.  The 
subcommittee’s bill restores the $1 billion and adds a $6.5 million increase.  It also 
rejects substantial cuts proposed by the President for vocation and adult education 
programs.  The subcommittee kept the full amount of $1.2 billion for vocational 
education and increased adult education by $13 million to $584 million.  The bill 
provides a $7.9 million, or 1 percent increase, for TRIO ($835 million) and a $6.9 
million, or 2.4 percent increase, for GEAR UP ($300 million).  Both programs have  
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strong track records for helping disadvantaged students progress through the academic 
pipeline from middle school through college. 
 
Overall, the 4.3 percent increase is the smallest percentage increase for education 
spending in eight years.  At the markup, Appropriations Committee Ranking Member 
David Obey (D-WI) said the bill was a “consequence of the [the Republican-led 
Congress’] tax-cutting binge.”  Subcommittee Chairman Ralph Regula (R-OH) said 
that the subcommittee did “the best we could with the hand that was dealt us.” 
 
The full House Appropriations Committee is expected to mark up the bill this week with 
action on the House floor not likely before the Fourth of July holiday.  The Senate Labor-
HHS-Education Appropriations Subcommittee is also scheduled to mark up its version of 
the bill this week.  Because the spending ceiling for the Senate’s Labor-HHS-Education 
appropriations bill is $445 million below the House ceiling, the Senate totals for 
education will almost certainly be below the levels reported out of the House 
subcommittee.  Most of the action on the Senate appropriations bill is likely to take place 
on the Senate floor in the form of amendments to increase funding. 

 

U.S. DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION APPROVES STATE 
ACCOUNTABILITY PLANS:  Fifty States Are Approved, but Some 
Issues Still Up for Debate 

 
The No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB) requires that every state develop and 
receive federal approval for accountability plans.  These plans must outline how a state 
will ensure that every school-age child will be proficient in reading and mathematics by 
the 2013-2014 school year.  On June 10, President Bush and U.S. Secretary of Education 
Rod Paige announced that  all 50 states, plus Puerto Rico, and the District of Columbia 
have submitted their plans, and that all have received federal approval. 
 
At the White House press conference, Secretary Paige noted that the approval process for 
state accountability plans was only one of the first steps to making sure that no child is 
left behind.  “This is not the end—it is the beginning.  The extraordinary efforts of the 
states have laid the foundation for education improvement and accountability.  The 
reforms of No Child Left Behind mean that, for the first time in history, every child in 
every school in every state in this country will have an education accountability plan for 
them—and accountability means results.” 
 
In outlining its plan for accountability, a state must describe how it will close the 
achievement gap among all groups of students and make sure that each student achieves 
academic proficiency.  In addition, states must release annual state and district report 
cards that inform parents about state and individual school progress.  Schools that do not 
make adequate yearly progress must provide supplemental services such as afterschool 
assistance and free tutoring. 
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Despite Approval, Several State Plans Still Need More Work 
 
With it’s announcement on June 10, the department met the congressional deadline for 
review and approval of each state plan. However, some state officials noted that there 
were several issues still under negotiation with the federal government.  For example, 
Lisa Gross, the spokeswoman for the Kentucky education department told Education 
Week that her state still must find a solution to “a lot of unanswered questions” about 
Kentucky’s accountability plan.   
 
In addition, some states must still gain approval for their accountability systems from 
their state legislatures or state boards of education.  In the same Education Week article, 
Ron Tomalis, chief of staff to Undersecretary of Education Eugene Hickok, said that 
there was “no way that these steps, in many states, could have been accomplished in a 
short time period” and that the plan was “approved on the condition that they were going 
to do these things.” 
 

State Officials Continue to Worry about “Under-Performing” Schools 
 
Looming on the horizon for state officials is a large number of schools that will be 
determined “under-performing,” or failing under NCLB requirements.  Under the law, 
schools that fail to make adequate yearly progress for two consecutive years are 
designated under-performing and must give students the opportunity to attend another, 
better performing, public school.  If a school fails a third consecutive year, it must 
provide supplemental services such as tutoring, after-school help, and summer school. 
 
Last summer, Secretary Paige estimated that 8,600 schools, serving as many as 3.5 
million students, would fail to meet adequate yearly progress goals under the No Child 
Left Behind Act.  The estimate was based on state standards and the (then) most recently 
available state data.  The Alliance for Excellent Education found that 807 high schools 
have been labeled under-performing.  In an effort to lower their number of under-
performing schools, many states have pointed to more recent data or even considered 
lowering their standards.   
 
In Michigan, for example, state school board officials adjusted the calculations that they 
used to determine which schools have not met academic standards in accordance with 
NCLB.  As a result, the state went from having 1,513 under-performing schools last 
summer to only 216 schools earlier this year.  In Indiana, the release of the state’s annual 
list of under-performing schools has been delayed because so many schools appealed 
their placement on the list.  Thus far, the state department of education has received about 
380 appeals from schools that plan to challenge their placement.  
 
States Worry About Federal Funding for NCLB Provisions  
 
Given already tight state budgets, many state officials are worried about whether they 
will have enough money to implement all of the law’s requirements.  In his speech 
announcing the approval of all 50 state plans, President Bush said that the federal 
government is meeting its obligations and noted that his budget for next year boosts 
education funding to $53.1 billion—an increase of nearly $11 billion—since he took 
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office.  However, detractors are quick to point out that the President’s budget request for 
education programs in fiscal 2004 is essentially a freeze when compared to the amount 
that Congress appropriated in 2003. 
 
Earlier this month, Rep. Dennis Moore (D-KS) introduced a bill that would allow states 
or school districts to delay implementation of NCLB until it is fully funded.  Noting that 
the congressional budget plan for NCLB programs in 2004 is approximately $9 billion 
below the authorized level, Moore drew a parallel to the federal government’s failure to 
meet its promise to fund its share of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act 
(IDEA).  “Over and over again, I heard pleas that NCLB not become another unfunded 
mandate like IDEA legislation for special education.  I want to make this law work.  Our 
schools can succeed if provided with the resources promised.” 
 
Moore’s bill, H. R. 2394, the Keeping Our Promises to America’s Children Act of 2003, 
would allow a state education agency or school district to suspend implementation of the 
provisions of NCLB until it is fully funded.  The Secretary of Education would be 
prohibited from penalizing the state or school district for this action. Already, 13 states 
have petitioned Congress for more money to implement NCLB while Maine and Hawaii 
are thinking about rejecting the federal funds entirely and not even participating in the 
program.  Currently, there are 21 cosponsors on Moore’s legislation.  Sen. Richard 
Durbin (D-IL) has introduced a similar bill in the Senate. 
 
Read the complete Education Week article at:  
http://www.edweek.com/ew/ewstory.cfm?slug=41account.h22 

State Accountability Plans:  Up Close and Personal 

With the release of Left Out and Left Behind:  NCLB and the American High School, the Alliance for 
Excellent Education provided a summary of the high school provisions in state accountability plans that 
were approved by the U.S. Department of Education by April 11, 2003.  A complete review of 
accountability plans from all 50 states will be available on the Alliance Web site in September. 

Currently, a summaries of accountability plans for Colorado, Delaware, Indiana, Kansas, Maryland, 
Massachusetts, Mississippi, New York, Ohio, and West Virginia are available at:  
http://www.all4ed.org/policymakers/NCLB/AppendixA.html 
 

 

NATIONAL TEST SUPPORTS NEED FOR AN ADOLESCENT 
LITERACY PROGRAM 

Last week, the results of a national reading test confirmed what many people in the 
education world have known for years—there is a silent literacy crisis in American 
middle and high schools.  Scores indicated that while American fourth-graders have 
improved their reading achievement significantly over the last two years, performance by 
eighth-graders remained flat while 12th-graders’ scores declined. 

The National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) report, The Nation’s Report 
Card:  Reading 2002, released last week by the National Center for Education Statistics 
provides disturbing evidence of a major cause of this crisis:  Far too many of America’s 
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middle and high school students are reading at levels far below grade level.  There is 
some good news in the report—the reading achievement of American fourth-graders has 
improved significantly since the last tests were administered in 1998.  (The complete 
report is available at:  http://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/reading/results2002/) 
 
Meanwhile, the Alliance has identified 6 million students in grades six through 12 who 
scored below basic on the most recent administration of the NAEP test.  Students with 
such low reading scores are at a greater risk of dropping out of school.   

States with the largest number of students scoring below basic on the NAEP Reading Test 

State Percentage of Students at Risk Number of At-Risk Students in Grades 6-12 
Washington, D.C. 52% 13,727 

California 39% 1,237,084 

Nevada 38% 66,332 

Alabama 36% 136,419 
New Mexico 36% 61,582 

Hawaii 36% 34,387 

Mississippi 33% 79,833 

Arizona 32% 149,208 

South Carolina 32% 114,301 

Georgia 30% 223,684 

Source:  Calculations by the Alliance for Excellent Education, based on the percentage of students reading below basic levels on the 
2002 National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) and 2001-2002 enrollment data from NCES’s Common Core of Data. 

The improvement in fourth-grade reading scores demonstrates that the nation’s 
investment in literacy programs for early grades is clearly paying off.  However, few 
middle or high schools have a comprehensive approach to teaching literacy across the 
curriculum.  Reading First, established as part of the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001, 
is providing approximately $1 billion a year in federal funding to establish reading 
instruction programs for children in kindergarten through third grade, but which will not 
help middle or high school students. 
 
In Every Child a Graduate, the Alliance made the case that now is the time to extend our 
national commitment to raising the literacy levels of America’s children beyond the early 
grades, to benefit students in grades six through 12.  Research shows, that those who 
receive intensive, focused literacy instruction and tutoring graduate from high school and 
attend college in significantly greater numbers than those not receiving such attention.  
 
In order to reach these adolescents in middle and high school who struggle to read at their 
grade level, Congress and the administration could work to strengthen and expand the 
Reading First program by adding an Adolescent Literacy Initiative to its mission.  The 
initiative could help place a literacy specialist in every high needs school who will train 
teachers across subject areas to improve the reading and writing skills of all students.  
The literacy specialist would also help teachers to learn to identify reading difficulties, 
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and ensure that secondary school students receive the extra help and support services they 
need to become effective readers and writers. 

U.S. Conference of Mayors Supports Adolescent Reading Program 
 
Earlier this month, more than 200 mayors from around the United States and the rest of the world threw 
their support behind an education platform that included calling on Congress to pass and fund legislation 
that establishes an adolescent reading program. 
 
According to the resolution, the program would be “similar to Reading First, but focused on middle and 
high school students to ensure that they have the skills to complete high school, attend college, and be a 
part of America’s 21st century workforce.”  The resolution further encouraged federal, state, and local 
governments to “address the academic and social needs of the six million children at risk of dropping out of 
high school.”  The mayors’ platform also called on Congress to fully fund the No Child Left Behind Act, 
provide support for an expansion of GEAR UP, TRIO and other community-based college access 
programs, and increase investment in after-school programs. 

The U.S. Conference of Mayors is the official nonpartisan organization of the nation’s 1,183 U.S. cities 
with populations of 30,000 or more.  

Learn more about the U.S. Conference of Mayors and its annual conference at:  http://www.usmayors.org/ 

 

HISPANICS BECOME THE LARGEST MINORITY:  Even as They 
Achieve New Status, Hispanics Continue to Battle High Dropout Rate 

Last week, the U.S. Census Bureau announced that Hispanics are now officially the 
nation’s largest minority group.  According to new census figures, Hispanics accounted 
for half of the country’s population growth in the two years after the 2000 Census.  In 
July 2002, 38.8 million Hispanics accounted for 13 percent of the nation’s total 
population.  The figure for the total African-American population is 38.3 million.  
However, just a couple of weeks earlier, a new report by the Pew Hispanic Center 
pointed out some particularly troubling news for the newly crowned largest minority 
group—one of every three Hispanic youths in the United States is a high school 
dropout. 

The Pew Hispanic Center report, Hispanic Youth Dropping Out of U.S. Schools:  
Measuring the Challenge, by Richard Fry suggests that while the dropout rate for U.S.-
born Latino youths has slightly improved—from 15.2 percent in 1990 to 14 percent in 
2000, fewer than half are employed.  Meanwhile, Fry also found that 33 percent of the 
more than 500,000 foreign-born Hispanic dropouts currently living in the United States 
had little or no contact with American schools, and that about 80 percent of them are 
unable to speak English.  However, immigrant dropouts have lower unemployment rates 
and higher wages than their U.S-born counterparts. 

The complete Pew Hispanic Center report is available at:  
http://www.pewhispanic.org/site/docs/pdf/high%20school%20dropout%20report--
final.pdf 
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UNEMPLOYMENT RATE FOR COLLEGE GRADUATES HOLDS 
STEADY:  Rate Continues to Climb for High School Dropouts 

 
As the U.S. economy begins to show some signs of recovery, the speed with which 
people are finding jobs is sharply reflective of educational achievement.  According to a 
recent article in USA Today, people with at least some college experience or a college 
degree are finding jobs faster than those with only a high school diploma or less.   
 
Mike Chittenden of the Employment Policy Foundation told the USA Today, “Despite 
the slow economy, there are 1.9 million more employed college graduates now than in 
2001.  At the same time, there are 73,000 fewer workers with less than a high school 
diploma and 825,000 fewer high school grads with jobs.” 
 
During the last decade, white-collar jobs exploded as the economy continued to shift to a 
knowledge-based system.  Meanwhile, businesses have been moving manufacturing 
operations, which employ the largest number of less-educated workers, overseas to take 
advantage of cheaper labor.   
 
Read the complete article at:  
http://www.usatoday.com/money/economy/employment/2003-06-16-jobless_x.htm 
 
SAVE THE DATE: 
 
The Alliance for Excellent Education will host its first annual 
Conference on American High School Policy 
November 16-18, 2003 
The National Press Club 
Washington, D.C. 
 
This year’s event will focus on issues related to adolescent literacy.  As the recently released National 
Assessment for Educational Progress (NAEP) scores so dramatically demonstrate, our country faces a 
major crisis.  Twenty-nine percent of boys and twenty percent of girls in 8th grade scored “below basic,” 
and the reading achievement of 12th graders has declined at all performance levels. 
 
This invitational conference will provide an opportunity to discuss ideas, trends, and research on 
intermediate and adolescent literacy and on high school reform in general with high school practitioners, 
policymakers, researchers, and advocates.    
 

Straight A’s:  An Update on Public Education is a biweekly newsletter that focuses on education news 
and events both in Washington, D.C., and around the country.  The format makes information on federal 
education policy accessible to everyone from elected officials and policymakers to parents and community 
leaders.  The Alliance for Excellent Education is a non-profit organization working to make it possible for 
America’s 6 million at-risk middle and high school students to achieve high standards and graduate 
prepared for college and success in life. 
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